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ABSTRACT 
 
WOMEN’S LABOR AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF SUBJECTIVITIES: WOMEN TEXTILE 
WORKERS IN ISTANBUL 
 
Yelken Türköne, Beyza Hicret 
MA, Department of Sociology 
Supervisor: Prof. Ferhat Kentel 
March 2016, 72 pages 
 
This thesis aims to examine women’s labor activities in Istanbul’s textile industry from 
the gender perspective. In small, informally organized workshops and the piece-work 
production in migrant neighborhoods, women’s economic activities provide products 
for the global capitalist market via their husbands, families, and neighbors. While 
their work is considered as low-skill and cheap, these women generate an extensive 
and proliferating informal labor market in the textile industry of Turkey.  In the 
prevailing literature women workers are categorized as an oppressed class, regarded 
as merely the victims of the global capitalist market and family relations. Based on 
women worker’s experiences and definitions of work and gender relations this study 
aims to go beyond the material relations and to look at kinship logic and domestic 
power negotiations, as well as seeking to understand how women workers deal with 
unequal gender relations. By applying concepts of subjectivity and performativity, the 
forms in which women workers construct their subjectivities through paid work and 
domestic relations are analyzed. Their contribution to household income via piece-
work is also discussed in the context of domestic power relations. Based on the 
results of the ethnographic case study method, it is concluded that women workers 
cannot be defined as victims of family and kinship networks; rather they have 
different stories, vantage points, and their own strategies of dealing with unequal 
labor relations. 
 
Keywords: Subjectivity, performativity, gender relations, kinship networks, piece-
work production, women’s labor 
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ÖZ 
 
KADIN EMEĞİ VE ÖZNELLİKLERİN İNŞASI: İSTANBUL TEKSTİL ENDÜSTRİSİNDE KADIN 
İŞÇİLER 
 
Yelken Türköne, Beyza Hicret 
MA, Sosyoloji Bölümü 
Tez Danışmanı: Prof. Dr. Ferhat Kentel 
Mart 2016, 72 sayfa 
 
Bu tez İstanbul tekstil sektöründeki kadınların emek aktivitelerini toplumsal cinsiyet 
perspektifinden incelemeyi amaçlamaktadır. Kadınların göçmen mahallelerinde 
yoğunlaşmış küçük, enformel tekstil atölyelerinde gerçekleştirdikleri ekonomik 
aktiviteler kocalar, aileler ve komşular aracılığıyla küresel kapitalist piyasaya 
sürülmektedir. Kadınlar, yaptıkları iş ucuz ve niteliksiz olarak değerlendirilirken, 
Türkiye’nin tekstil endüstrisinin gittikçe genişleyen ve çoğalan emek piyasasını 
oluşturmaktadır. Önde gelen literatür kadın işçileri ezilen sınıf olarak kategorize 
etmekte, onları yalnızca aile ilişkilerinin ve kapitalist piyasanın kurbanları olarak 
görmektedir. Bu çalışma ise kadın işçilerin kendi deneyimlerinden ve tanımlarından 
yola çıkarak, maddi ilişkilerin ötesine geçmeyi planlamakta, akrabalık mantığına, ev 
içi iktidar müzakerelerine bakarak kadınların toplumsal cinsiyetin eşitsiz koşullarıyla 
nasıl başa çıktıklarını anlamaya çalışmaktadır. Öznellik ve performatiflik kavramlarını 
kullanıma sokarak, kadın işçilerin ücretli emek ve ev işi ilişkileri aracılığıyla 
öznelliklerini kurma biçimleri analiz edilmektedir. Aynı zamanda parça-başı atölye işi 
aracılığıyla hane gelirine yaptıkları katkı ev içi iktidar ilişkileri bağlamında 
tartışılmaktadır. Etnografik durum çalışması metodunun sonuçlarına dayanarak, 
kadın işçilerin aile ve akrabalık ağlarının kurbanları olarak tanımlanamayacağı, bunun 
yerine kadınların eşitsiz emek ilişkileriyle başa çıkarken birbirinden farklı hikayeleri, 
avantajlı durumları ve kendilerine ait stratejileri olduğu sonucuna varılmıştır.  
 
Anahtar Kelimeler: Öznellik, performatiflik, toplumsal cinsiyet ilişkileri, akrabalık 
ağları, parça-başı üretim, kadın emeği 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
 
In a number of squatter areas of Istanbul there is an expanding labor market 
consisting of small, informally organized neighborhood workshops. The working and 
production process of these labor-intensive piece-work workshops is primarily based 
on women’s labor which is considered to be low-skill and cheap. These women 
comprise an extensive and proliferating informal labor force in the textile industry. 
Women’s economic activities in small-scale textile workshops in squatter 
neighborhoods provide products for the global capitalist market via their husbands, 
relatives, and neighbors. 
 
While I was living in one of these working-class neighborhoods in Istanbul the daily 
life of workers, the process of piece-work, and particularly the family and kinship 
relations in the workshops drove me to look deeper at this issue. In the beginning I 
had many opportunities to observe and to get acquainted with the women workers 
who were also some of my neighbors in the same apartment. These workshops are 
known as merdivenaltı,1 where kinship affinities and family networks are strongly 
visible. To identify the concentration of merdivenaltı workshops in urban-poor 
migrant neighborhoods it is crucial to analyze the mechanisms and patterns of labor 
and gender relations experiencing modernity and urbanity. Before putting forward 
the research focus and rationale of this thesis, some brief background information 
will be presented. 
 
“Hidden economy”, “irregular economy”, “black market economy”, and “shadow 
economy” are some of the terms widely used in the literature on the unregistered 
labor market. A very general definition of the hidden economy is, “economic 
transactions that are either not registered at all or registered using false documents 
and partly or total unregistered so that they cannot be controlled by the government 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
1 This word means under-the-stairs, and corresponds to unregistered production in Turkish. 
2 
or by other business actors”.2 Hidden economic activities are estimated to comprise 
approximately 10% of the total economic activity in developed countries and from 
25-50% of the entire economy in developing countries such as Turkey.3 Other 
statistical data shows that between 1980 and 1992 the number of women in the labor 
force increased by 76%, whereas the rate of the increase for men was only 11%.4  
 
The neoliberal turn in Turkish economic policies since the early 1980s has generated 
a globally successful textile and garment industry in Turkey, which is based on its 
capacity to integrate women’s labor into production. “The economic liberalization 
policies that started in the early 1980s marked a turn in Turkey’s growth strategy by 
shifting it from import substitution to export orientation. Since then, the textile 
industry has been one of the top exporters, drawing on women as the main suppliers 
of informal labor for the industry through subcontracted and home-based 
piecework”.5 The globally successful textile industry has been based on women’s 
labor through insecure, uninsured, and underpaid employment. The relationship 
between paid employment and women’s working conditions is experienced in 
different ways in different societies. In this sense, this relationship needs to be 
questioned socially in the context of Turkey. 
 
Statistical evidence shows women’s unregistered or informal work in Turkey is 
extensive and has been expanding. On the other hand, the statistical scale of on 
women’s work is highly underestimated due to the conceptual gender biases and 
practical problems associated with data gathering. For instance, as in other 
developing countries, low-income women in Turkey tend to report themselves as 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
2 Osman Altug, Kayıtdışı Ekonominin Boyutları (Dimensions of the Unregistered Economy). Journal of 
the School of Economics and Administrative Sciences 15: 257, 1999, p.257 
 
3 Nihat Isık and Mustafa Acar, Kayıtdışı Ekonomi: Ölçme Yöntemleri, Boyutları, Yarar ve Zararları 
Üzerine Bir Değerlendirme (Unregistered Economy: An Evaluation on Its Measurement Procedures, 
Dimensions, Gains, and Losses). Journal of IIBF, University of Erciyes 21: 136–77, 2003 
 
4 Ayda Eraydın and Asuman Erendil, The Role of Female Labour in Industrial Restructuring: New 
production processes and labour market relations in the Istanbul clothing industry, Gender, Place & 
Culture: A Journal of Feminist Geography, 6:3, 259-272, 1999, p.259 
 
5 Saniye Dedeoğlu, Visible Hands-Invisible Women: Garment Production in Turkey, Feminist Economics 
16(4), October, 1–32, 2010, p.23. 
3 
housewives even if they engage in home-based piece-work or other forms of informal 
economic activity.6 This shows that their work are not defined as a real work in labor 
markets. 
 
Underlying the success in exportation is the network of subcontractors, which help 
reduce fixed costs and provide cheaper labor resources. Textile ateliers, namely 
merdivenaltı workshops, stand at the heart of subcontracting chains, providing 
backward linkages to factory production. These networks are not only established 
between different firms, but they also extend to home-based workers, whose labor 
proves to be vital for the success of the export production.7 As a result, the easy 
access to female and child labor made possible by subcontracting enables the 
industry to reach untapped resources of low-wage labor.8 Statistical and quantitative 
studies provide information about a general picture of how labor markets and gender 
relations are interrelated.  
 
Studies which examine women’s integration into piece-work production and its 
implications for family and gender relations emphasize that women’s labor is 
invisible: “The Turkish case shows that women emerged as an important labor supply 
for the garment industry, but their integration into the production has remained 
informal and mostly made invisible through the utilization of familial relations in 
small-scale workshops”.9  In this context the invisibility of the women’s labor in labor 
markets must be questioned; at the same time, women worker’s economic and social 
status must be problematized in relation to gender dynamics within the family. In 
other words, the potentiality of paid work for women is questioned in the context of 
power reproduction within the family and kinship relations. I attempt to understand 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
6 Saniye Dedeoğlu, ibid, 2010, p.9  
 
7 Saniye Dedeoglu, Garment Ateliers and Women Workers in Istanbul: Wives, Daughters and 
Azerbaijani Immigrants, Middle Eastern Studies, 47:4, 663-674, 2011, p.666  
 
8 Simel Esim, Ergül Ergün, and Dilek Hattatoglu, Home-based Work in Turkey: An Overview (Report) 
2000 
 
9 Saniye Dedeoglu, ibid, 2010, p.2 
4 
women’s participation in labor markets in the textile industry in the context of family 
and household relations. 
 
A number of studies on women’s unregistered labor in the textile industry of Turkey 
have a certain emphasis on women as victims of the global capital market and 
patriarchal family relations. These studies have various perspectives and approaches 
to women’s labor in Turkey—which I argue and evaluate in the next chapter—but 
they focus predominantly on labor relations in the workplace and also the unequal 
nature of domestic relations. They thus ignore women’s subjectivities; women are 
categorized as an oppressed class. Women in the labor market are merely defined by 
their vulnerability and victimhood, and any other potentialities and mechanisms are 
not considered as potentially affecting women workers’ conditions. The same 
approach is also dominant in discussions of women’s domestic unpaid labor 
practices, and the unequal division of labor in household. From those perspectives, 
working-class women are dominantly characterized as having “false consciousness”.  
These discourses of women’s victimization do not have much to say about how 
women deal with the unequal gender relations and hard conditions of work. 
 
I started to research and listen to the working experiences of women workers and 
daily practices such as the burden of housework, marital and child-bearing 
responsibilities, and so on. I soon learned that women are collaborating with this 
system of inequalities that oppresses them in many ways. Moreover they do not 
choose to struggle with the patriarchal order or do not do so directly, but have own 
strategies for dealing with the unequal conditions of everyday life, and they find their 
own ways of empowerment both at work and at home. That is to say, existing gender 
inequalities and patriarchal gender patterns are reconstructed and sustained by 
women agents.  
 
I also came to understand that there are different ways of being a woman through 
negotiations with patriarchal gender patterns. Further, women express themselves 
and define their femininity constantly through their relationships and interactions 
with other women, and emphasize their status by referring to other women’s 
5 
practices. Men are mainly eliminated in the expressions of women, even though they 
complain about the double burden of paid work and domestic work. While this thesis 
agrees with the relevant literature in treating the existing formulations of kinship 
networks and familial relations as a mechanism for utilizing women’s labor, the 
vantage points of these networks mentioned by women workers I encounter are not 
ignored in this thesis.  
 
The question of how women agents construct and reconstruct their social reality is 
the focus of this thesis. In this respect this thesis has an emphasis on the subjective 
strategies of women workers and on operations and mechanism in labor and gender 
relations, rather than on changes and transformations. Applying the notion of 
subjectivity provides a deeper understanding of the subject matter, as it is sensitive 
to the personal narratives and subjective definitions of women.  
 
This thesis suggests going beyond unequal labor relations in the marketplace, and 
aims to understand the subjectivities and self-definitions of women workers that 
emerge from their experiences with earning wages, dealing with household affairs 
and housework burdens, and the responsibilities of being a mother, daughter, and 
wife. In other words, this thesis aims to analyze the role of labor in constructing 
women’s subjectivities in working-class neighborhoods and the empowerment 
strategies of women textile workers in the context of unequal gender relations within 
the family. Furthermore it is crucial to understand how women deal with unequal 
gender relations both at work and at home. The potential of paid labor to challenge 
power positions and women’s domesticity within the family are also questioned.  
 
In this context, this study’s research questions are organized around the notion of 
women’s subjectivity: “Can paid work be regarded as a way of constructing a 
subjectivity strategy for women textile workers?”, “What are the subjectivity 
strategies of women workers confronting urbanity and modernity?”, “What are the 
self-definitions of women about womanhood and manhood?”, “How do women build 
and re-build their way of being women?”, “How do they make sense of gender 
inequality in the household division of labor?”, and “What is the degree of their 
6 
participation in decision-making processes at home, such as the choice of a spouse, 
disposition of income, choice of consumer items, and spatial mobility?”. To 
problematize and analyze these questions a qualitative study and a case study as a 
research strategy—which is clarified in the next chapters in detail—were 
implemented.  
 
Besides these questions, to gain a meaningful picture of this aim I also seek to answer: 
“What are the working experiences and problems of women in the textile industry?” 
“What are the motives and reasons they have paid work?” “How do women define 
their work?” “Is there any possibility of paid labor to transform and empower 
women’s status in both the public and private sphere?” These are questions mostly 
identified and answered through the review of the relevant literature in relation to 
my case study findings. 
 
Chapter 2 contains a review of the literature and puts forward emerging issues 
related to women’s informal work and gender relations. The issues of working 
experiences and problems of women in the textile industry, motives and reasons for 
engaging in paid work, women’s self-definitions of work, and the possibility of paid 
labor to impact women’s status in both public and domestic relations are addressed. 
 
Chapter 3 briefly explains my research strategy and experiences in the field. As a 
qualitative research study, an ethnographic case study was conducted through in-
depth interviews and semi-structured questions with women textile workers in 
Sultançiftliği and Zeytinburnu.  
 
Chapter 4 contains a background for analyzing women’s labor in the context of 
capitalism and the family. The leading Marxist perspectives and Marxist-feminist 
models for analyzing women’s labor were discussed. In the second part I presented a 
framework of analysis by using the concepts of subjectivity and performativity. I 
focused on how women construct subjectivities via paid work and domestic activities. 
 
7 
Chapter 5 presents issues based on my field research findings and interviews with 
women workers. Kinship logic in textile production, safety and health conditions in 
the ateliers, women’s experiences and problems about abuse and harassment at 
work were briefly put forward. In the second part of the chapter a close analysis of 
gender relations is presented that goes beyond material relations. Home, the 
housework burden, marriage, and strategies were the main issues focused on in 
order to understand women’s experiences in relation to labor activities. 
 
Chapter 6 is the conclusion and contains an evaluation of the findings of the previous 
chapters.  
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CHAPTER 2 
WOMEN’S LABOR AND TURKEY 
 
As identified in the previous chapter, the aim of this thesis is to explore the 
subjectivities of women textile workers that emerge from their experiences with paid 
work, working in neighborhood workshops, and their contribution to household 
income. As distinct from other studies of women’s employment in the textile 
industry, this study suggests going beyond the material relations in the marketplace. 
That is, an effort is made to understand the persistency of gender inequalities at 
home and in the workplace through the lens of the perspectives and subjective 
practices of women workers.  
 
In this chapter seeks to exhibit a critical understanding of key issues. By exploring the 
particular areas and issues related to women’s labor, a significant contribution is 
made to this study. Different perspectives and approaches for understanding 
women’s labor are discussed, and the analytical perspective of this study is put 
forward. The results of other studies are also be compared and contrasted against 
the case study findings. Finally, emerging issues and the need for more empirical 
research are justified in detail. 
 
This chapter provides an overview of research and case studies dealing with the 
issues of the working experiences and problems of women in the textile industry, 
their motives and reasons for engaging in paid work, their self-definitions of work, 
and the possibility of paid labor having an impact on women’s status in both public 
and domestic relations.  
 
2.1. ‘Invisible’ Labor and Gender 
This section offers a survey of studies that try to illuminate the working conditions of 
women workers and how these labor markets reproduce gender-based inequalities 
between women and men in the context of Turkey. 
 
9 
The labor force of the textile industry is mostly composed of second generation 
migrant families who came to Istanbul in the 1980s and 1990s.10 While the first 
generation of migrant women had limited interaction with the outside world, the 
second generation is more open to interaction with different and heterogeneous 
groups of people at work, school, or with political institutions.11 This claim is also 
supported by Eraydın and Erendil,12 who state that first-generation female residents 
of squatter housing areas were generally reluctant to work outside of the home, 
except in cases where they did paid housework, because neither the women nor the 
men of the first generation were ready to change traditional gender roles. Attitudes 
began to change among second-generation migrants. The daughters of rural migrants 
were either born in metropolitan areas or migrated at early ages, and they grew 
familiar with the urban ways of life in which different gender divisions were evident. 
However, these women did not possess any educational or vocational qualifications, 
so they became incorporated into the labor market mainly via the informal sector 
and became the main source of labor for the clothing industry.13 An examination of 
gender stratification in informal labor markets therefore helps to understand how 
this labor market operates in a broad sense.  
 
Studies show that women workers in informal market face many problems. In the 
textile, food, and service sectors problems are identified with child labor, high rates 
of worker turnover, wages that are below the official minimum and paid irregularly, 
and harsh and unhealthy working conditions such as extended work time and unpaid, 
compulsory night shifts, ill treatment, and sexual harassment by employers and 
foremen. The workplace as a social environment has many negative aspects 
especially for women workers. In particular, due to the problem of pervasive 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
10 Saniye Dedeoğlu, Visible Hands-Invisible Women: Garment Production in Turkey, Feminist 
Economics 16(4), October, 1–32, 2010, p. 13 
 
11 Ayşe Güneş-Ayata, Kentsel Türkiye’de Toplumsal Cinsiyet ve Etnik Kimlik, (ed.) Bilgin, N. Cumhuriyet, 
Demokrasi ve Kimlik içinde, İstanbul: Bağlam Yayıncılık, s. 197–205, 2001 
 
12 Ayda Eraydın and Asuman Erendil, The Role of Female Labour in Industrial Restructuring: New 
production processes and labour market relations in the Istanbul clothing industry, Gender, Place & 
Culture: A Journal of Feminist Geography, 6:3, 259-272, 1999 
 
13 Ibid., p. 263 
10 
unemployment that promotes hidden work without social and employment security, 
these women are frequently threatened with being fired, which makes it impossible 
to overtly resist the abusive behaviors of employers and foremen.14 These problems 
are experienced to some degree throughout the whole labor market. Particularly 
irregular pay, irregular working hours, and employers’ negative treatment of women 
workers is specific to the small-scale piece-work workshops in squatter 
neighborhoods which are the main subject of this study. 
 
Existing studies also infer that the problem is not only structural, but also gender-
related.15 This is based on the observations that women workers are more docile and 
complying and are abused by employers; therefore work conditions are much harsher 
for women than for men.16 The fear of unemployment and poverty restrains them 
from negotiating for better conditions and renders these women’s labor invisible. In 
these negative circumstances, the lack of employment security and high rates of work 
turnover also make it difficult for women workers to establish solidarity.  
 
A different approach is suggested by Saniye Dedeoğlu, who states that as women 
emphasize their gender identity in order to gain financial security and membership 
in the low-income neighborhoods, they provide a low cost labor source for 
production in the global market. According to this view, women’s informal work 
appears as a way of building identity and community membership. By relying on 
social relations and networks based on mutuality, solidarity, and trust, firm owners 
make use of their own and their families’ labor and resources. Because of “the 
embeddedness of women’s work in kinship relations”,17 the social construction of 
men’s labor as skilled, and of men as ‘breadwinners’, women’s income remains 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
14 Belkıs Kümbetoglu, İnci User, and Aylin Akpınar, Unregistered Women Workers in the Globalized 
Economy: A Qualitative Study in Turkey, Feminist Formations, Volume 22, Issue 3, Fall 2010, pp. 96-
123, p.116 
 
15see more reports and statistics on Kadının Statüsü Genel Müdürlüğü, Yayınlar, accessed 21 Jan   2016 
http://kadininstatusu.aile.gov.tr/yayinlar  
    
16 Belkıs Kümbetoğlu, İnci User, and Aylin Akpınar, ibid., p.110 
 
17 Saniye Dedeoğlu,2010, ibid., p.24 
11 
secondary within the household. “Women’s work in many forms goes unrecognized, 
and while their dedication is socially rewarded when they are approved as good 
women and good mothers, they are not rewarded similarly as paid workers”.18 While 
their work remains invisible, long years of informal work in Istanbul do not bring these 
women any long-term security.  
 
A comprehensive anthropological study is put forward by Jenny B. White, which 
represents an alternative perspective on family and kinship networks in textile 
production. White suggests that labor is a constituent part of women’s membership 
in social groups that provide the basis for security and identity, which are 
fundamental prerequisites for physical and social reproduction.19 According to this, 
family and the household function and are defined as income-pooling units, 
reciprocity, and obligations at the same time. 
 
White emphasizes the existing indigenous discourses (including the “traditional” 
corporate family and Islamic ideology in the Turkish case) and their roles are able to 
create potential for resisting and empowering women against male and competing 
female interests. In this respect family and kinship networks have functions for 
women in labor markets. White suggests that ‘local factors’ such as women’s work 
options and support systems and both of men and women’s cultural expectations are 
important to understand the effect of globalization on women. The major themes of 
her study are local definitions of value and justice. Regarding these themes, White 
points out that “while women might be caught up in a system of exploitation based 
on gender, class, region, and so on, they might also, at the same time, benefit from 
their labor in fundamental ways that might not be immediately obvious when seen 
from a global, universalistic vantage point of profit and justice”.20  
 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
18 Saniye Dedeoğlu, 2010,  ibid., p. 27 
 
19 Jenny B. White, Money Makes Us Relatives: Women’s Labor in Urban Turkey, New York, Routledge, 
Second Edition, 2004, p.28 
 
20 Jenny B. White, ibid., p. 12 
12 
The question of how women define their work is another crucial issue in the context 
of piece-work production. “Even to the extent that some of the women see 
themselves as workers, paid work is something that is a provisional status, until they 
get married, until they have a child, until, if this ever happens, their husbands can 
afford to have them at home”, and some women are very clear that working outside 
the home strengthens them as individuals.21 Women workers in the sample express 
that since they started working, they have begun to enjoy an increasing degree of 
economic independence from their husbands and lack of restrictions outside the 
home. In addition, they state that the more they free themselves from their 
husbands’ domination, the more they are involved in decision-making in their 
family.22  
 
White’s study provides important knowledge about women’s definition of labor. 
They do not see income-producing activities such as piece-work at home or labor in 
workshops as a proper work. ‘The ideology of labor’ is constructed, and since the 
women insist that such labor is not work, they do not keep track of the time they 
spend on or calculate hourly rates for their labor. White interprets this as the 
association of relations of labor with definition of the self and as one of the factors 
that keeps production costs low and profits high for intermediaries, exporters, and 
merchants. On the other hand, my case study findings do not correspond to White’s 
conclusion about women’s definition of labor. I discuss this point further in the case 
study chapter.  
 
Eraydin and Erendil’s study, “The Role of Female Labor in Industrial Restructuring: 
New Production Processes and Labor Market Relations in the Istanbul Clothing 
Industry”, has a few different findings from the other case studies referred to above, 
and suggests another way to look at women’s labor, and significantly shows that 
there are changing patterns in women’s attitudes towards work. Two key changes 
are demonstrated that challenge domestic codes: First, women no longer define their 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
21 Nadir Sugur, and Serap Sugur, Gender and Work in Turkey: Case Study on Women Workers in the 
Textile Industry in Bursa, Middle Eastern Studies, 41:2, 269-279, 2005, p.275 
 
22 Ibid., p.277 
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participation in waged work exclusively in terms of their family roles, and second, 
there is clear evidence that women now make their own decisions about whether or 
not to work outside the home.23 For instance, the great majority of women want to 
work outside the home (81% of those interviewed in the study) in order to make use 
of their skills, and many speak of their desire to be outside of the home. It is 
emphasized in the study that these changing attitudes of women need to be clearly 
analyzed in the context of the labor market and conditions of production. As a result, 
the study suggests that women are now active agents in the labor market and the 
terms ‘marginal’ or ‘reserve labor’ no longer accurately describe their roles in the 
labor market.  
 
2.2. Emerging issues 
Women’s control over their lives refers to increased decision-making opportunities 
regarding such elements such as “choice of spouse, disposition of income, choice of 
consumer items, and spatial mobility”.24 One must ask to what extent women gain 
control over their lives through the production of income. According to the prevailing 
arguments, women’s economic participation in small-scale production fails to change 
their hierarchical position in the household. Many studies from the global-economy 
perspective have shown that access to paid work through informal activities does not 
produce emancipatory effects give women no greater control over the work process. 
Ayşe Buğra and Yalçın Özkan’s study of women’s employment in the context of five 
Mediterranean countries—Italy, Spain, Greece, and Egypt—conclude that it is not 
possible to speak of an immediate relationship between women’s participation in the 
labor force and woman’s emancipation.25 In all the examples of the study, women’s 
participation in the labor force has entailed a challenging adaptation in cultural 
manners and social traditions, but that despite this difficulty there have been 
particular changes in the area of production and the sexual division of labor. Thus it 
is necessary to look at the processes of adaptation, the changes in the sexual division 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
23 Ayda Eraydın, Asuman Erendil, ibid., p. 266 
 
24 Jenny B. White, ibid., p. 159 
 
25 Ayşe Buğra (ed.) and Yalçın Özkan(ed.), Akdeniz’de Kadın İstidahdamının Seyri, İletişim,2004,p. 185 
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of labor, and patriarchal relations from a gender perspective. At the same time, global 
economic perspectives do not allow looking at the internal and embedded dynamics 
that women are face to face with.  
 
“Labor markets as gendered institutions”26 are the focus of this study. It is clear that 
social stereotypes created for man’s work and woman’s work are embedded both 
formally and informally in workplaces and labor markets. While women are 
concentrated in informal activities that are compatible with their roles within the 
domestic sphere, they also have a double burden of work. The process of their work 
at home and outside the home must be analyzed in terms of how they define and 
struggle with their work. Those processes must be analyzed through a perspective 
that gives priority to women’s meanings and definitions. As Aksu Bora asserts, one 
cannot describe women’s identity as one of absolute victimhood.27  Thus I suggest 
that women have their own strategies for dealing with unequal gender relations, the 
ability to manipulate these relations, and an active role in constructing the gender 
order. It is also significant to understand why and how they sustain the gender order 
in the context of their definitions of womanhood and manhood. As a conclusion, the 
literature on the women textile workers case suffers from the lack of a perspective 
that positions women workers as active agents in their construction of everyday life. 
Also, it is necessary to look at domestic practices and household relations and 
negotiations in order to reread changing patterns of patriarchal relations.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
26 Diane Elson, Labor Markets as Gendered Institutions: Equality, Efficiency and Empowerment Issues, 
World Development Vol. 27, No. 3, 1999, p. 611-627 
 
27 Aksu Bora, Cinsiyet ve Sınıf: Kimlikten Politik Özne Çıkar mı? in Cinsiyet Halleri: Türkiye’de Toplumsal 
Cinsiyetin Kesişim Sınırları, Ed. Nil Mutluer, Varlık, 2008, p.182 
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CHAPTER 3 
RESEARCH STRATEGY AND FIELDWORK 
 
3.1. Methodology 
The methodological approach of this study is based on qualitative research; it aims 
to address action, agency, and complex social relations through a case study as a 
qualitative research tool. In the terrain of social research there are diverse ways 
sociologists use the term “case”, which includes both qualitative and quantitative 
empirical research from the past and present.28 Without discussing the diverse 
answers to the question of “what is a case?”, I specifically propose to define case 
study in the context of my study as a qualitative research technique that “allows an 
investigation to retain the holistic and meaningful characteristics of real-life 
events”.29 The qualitative approach has mostly been criticized for being subjective 
and speculative as compared to the quantitative method that claims rigorously 
objective knowledge. However, I needed an approach which fully corresponded with 
my aim of understanding and putting forward how and why women agents 
collaborate and also (re)construct the system of inequalities that oppresses them in 
many ways. My main goal in making sense of women’s labor in the textile industry 
case, in relation to the labor practices of women in the context of family and gender 
relations, is to explore the tacit and explicit understandings and meanings of women 
workers. Thus in order to be able to cover the complexity of social reality I have 
complemented the case study with an ethnographic approach. A critical definition of 
ethnography can be offered as follows:  
 
Ethnography is a practice that evolves in design as the study progresses; 
involves direct and sustained contact with human beings, in the context 
of their daily lives, over a prolonged period of time; draws on a family of 
methods, usually including participant observation and conversation; 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
28 Charles C. Ragin, Introduction: Cases of “What is a case?” in What is a case? Exploring the 
Foundations of Social Inquiry, ed. Charles C. Ragin and Howard S. Becker, Cambridege, 1992, p. 11 
 
29 Robert K. Yin, Case Study Research: Design and Methods, second edition, Applied Social Research 
Method series, Volume 5, Sage Publications, London, New Delhi, 1984, p. 3 
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respects the complexity of the social world; and therefore tells rich, 
sensitive and credible stories.30 
 
Ethnographic case study as a research methodology allowed me to focus on a specific 
research area while at the same time offering a detailed and long-term study on the 
subject. In understanding women’s labor practices and their actions and explanations 
in constructing their subjectivities, carrying out a case study with an ethnographic 
approach allowed me to be able to be sensitive to both wider structures and the lived 
experiences of women and everyday settings. Throughout the field research and data 
collection process I tried to be constantly self-critical and reflexive so as to ensure an 
analytical description and interpretation of the case in order to gain an ethnographic 
approach.  
 
A survey questionnaire with structured questions is a useful tool for discovering one’s 
subject matter. On the other hand, a survey cannot easily address processes, and by 
imposing preconceived categories that may have no meaning to the individual, it 
disregards the individual’s definition of the situation.31 Since I pay attention to the 
processes and women’s own categories and definitions, a qualitative approach is the 
most convenient research method for this study.  
 
I made use of existing literature in my study as a general perspective used in analyzing 
my data. I also looked at the aspects in which the issue was carried out by other 
studies. Thus the review of related literature allows me to identify key ideas regarding 
the issue. On the other hand, the existing literature about women textile workers’ 
experiences in the labor market and family networks does not represent sufficient 
data because these are based on quantitative methods; they mostly include statistical 
data and details about the material conditions of work. Moreover, the decision-
making processes in the family such as the disposition of income, choice of 
consumption items, spatial mobility, and particularly women’s personal definitions 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
30 Karen O’Reilly, Ethnographic Methods, New York, Routledge, 2012, p. 11 
 
31 Anne Statham,Eleanor M. Miller, and Hans O. Mauksch, Eds, The Worth of Women’s Work: A 
Qualitative Synthesis,Albany:State University of New York Press, 1988.Quoted Karen  
O’Reilly,ibid.,p.7 
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of labor and work, their looking at gender roles, and their way of constructing 
subjectivities, all key focuses of this study, are not taken into account in the literature.  
 
In general, the literature on women’s labor in the garment industry lays out three 
types of organization: large-scale factories, small-scale workshops in squatter 
neighborhoods, and home-based piece-work. The main focus of this thesis is the 
labor processes in small-scale merdivenaltı ateliers for export-oriented industries 
based on subcontracting arrangements. I limited my research to small-scale ateliers 
for a few reasons. First, the ateliers in neighborhoods are a much more convenient 
research area for observing family networks in the textile industry, while factories do 
not allow for the observation of the close relations in the sector. Second, there are 
many studies on home-based work that utilize a qualitative method to represent 
women’s definition of work. Third, I had more access to and contacts with 
neighborhood ateliers, so it was easier for me to study these labor markets because 
of this time and access advantage. Also, it is not easy to study home-based women 
workers because of access and contact problems; I did not have the close contacts 
that would have allowed easy entry into the women’s houses. Even though I had 
contacts, at the beginning of my fieldwork it was not easy to enter the ateliers.  
 
In order to frame my ethnographic case study, I offer the theoretical context of my 
study. As a theoretical framework, Judith Butler’s theory of performativity is used to 
analyze women’s subjectivity. The concept of performativity offers a way of looking 
at gender relations in order to understand how women agents construct 
subjectivities and struggle against and re-define their unequal social relations via 
their everyday life performances, practices, strategies, and discourses. While 
formulating the concept of subjectivity in the context of women textile workers, the 
theory of performativity was implemented through a relational approach to 
subjectivity. It should be noted that this study takes into account the ‘intersections 
of gender, race, ethnicity, and class that create competing interests among women 
and that may be overlooked in a too intense emphasis on male-female struggle, or 
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individual empowerment’.32 Applying these theoretical standpoints provides a more 
relational method in understanding women building their way of life through 
interactions.  
 
My fieldwork study is based on semi-structured in-depth interviews, focus group 
meetings, and participant observations oriented towards finding out women 
workers’ thoughts, feelings, individual experiences, personal testimonies, and 
stories. It is a qualitative study, so I do not claim that this study is representative for 
all women textile workers, and thus I did not make a sample. But I did use certain 
criteria when choosing respondents. I was careful to conduct interviews with women 
of different ages and marital status. In addition to women interviewees, as an 
ancillary aspect of study I also conducted interviews with the male owners of the 
ateliers, foremen, and the headmen in the neighborhoods I studied in order to gather 
knowledge about the piece-work organization in the sector.  
 
Data was generated by means of in-depth interviews, which were recorded and 
transcribed. When analyzing the interviews, I used direct quotation from the 
transcripts of the interviews and field notes from participant observation. The 
research was carried out between the winter of 2014 and the spring of 2015.  Two 
focus-group interviews were held. In-depth interviews consisted of 12 women; the 
focus groups were composed of 4-5 women per group. Throughout the research I 
was in contact with 7 ateliers in total. Because of the long working hours of workers, 
I only had a chance to meet them on tea breaks and lunches, in addition to participant 
observation in the ateliers. But conducting in-depth interviews and recording were 
not suitable in the ateliers while they were working with machines because of the 
background noise, so I only had short conservations in the ateliers. The most 
convenient time for interviewing was the lunch breaks.  For these reasons it took a 
long time to finish my fieldwork. Through the interviews and focus group meetings I 
aimed to gather data concerning the interviewees’ perceptions, ideas, expectations, 
and stories. Before every interview with women, I obtained their permission and 
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Second Edition,2004, p.153 
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informed them that I would be using record equipment for the entire conversation. I 
had no problem with recording our conversations; I even realized that after a while I 
and the respondents forgot that the interview was being recorded. Semi-structured 
questions guided my in-depth interviews. Although I planned my questions and 
organized them according to a standard interview formulation, on many occasions 
the direction of the interview changed as the interview progressed. I dropped and 
added questions according to the interviewees’ responses and also altered the order 
of the questions when appropriate. Thus the interviews did not have the form of strict 
and formal interviews, but rather the form of conversations. 
 
3.2. Field Experiences 
Being female, I had an advantage when carrying out private conversations with 
women, which many times turned into friendly chats where women poured out their 
grief to me. They easily shared with me their intimate feelings and thoughts on many 
occasions. During my first field experience, however, I encountered some problems. 
First, I had difficulty in making contact with the workers. Male workers and foremen 
were especially suspicious of my intentions and repeatedly asked why I was doing 
field research with women workers. Taking advantage of personal contacts and key 
informants, I eventually managed to get permission to enter the ateliers. During the 
pilot interviews I did not have the advantage of having a key informant and it was 
hard to make contact with the workers. 
 
For the pilot interviews I started with the Zeytinburnu region. I contacted the 
Zeytinburnu municipality in order to collect data on the neighborhoods where small-
scale ateliers were concentrated. The municipality suggested three regions and got 
in contact with their headmen. They also informed me about the working places and 
potential reactions I might encounter from the factory owners and foremen, and that 
it might be not easy to contact the workers. During my first experiences in the field I 
encountered the problems they informed me about. I would like to describe one of 
my first experiences in detail.  
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I started with the Çırpıcı neighborhood and conducted an interview with the 
headman. He directed me to the nearest piece-work atelier, which was across from 
the official building. After making a phone call, he arranged a meeting with the owner 
at a convenient time at the end of the workers’ break. When I and the headman came 
to the factory, the owner and the foreman had already gone. It was break time and 
some of the workers were going out. The atelier had 14 workers and three of them 
were men. I had a chance to introduce myself and talked with some of the workers. I 
first asked them about their experiences and thoughts about their work. A few of the 
women said that their work was temporary, only until they married. Then the male 
worker interrupted them and said that working was not appropriate for women 
generally. When I asked the reason for his opinion, he said that was just the way 
things were supposed to be. During my second visiting to the same atelier, the same 
male worker asked what my intention was and said, “What will happen to these girls? 
In the end you will discourage them from working. You are influencing them badly, 
that is how this will end.”  
 
After a while, I realized that the foreman had likely threatened the workers. The 
statements of the male worker were most probably the statements of the foreman. 
I think that the foreman had threatened the women workers as a warning to their 
families that he might fire them. I was demoralized because of these reactions. I 
encountered these problems and at least decided to not to contact that atelier and 
the same workers again because I did not want to disturb them or cause trouble. I 
was also worried that I might put them in a troublesome position against their work 
and their families. At the same time, these reactions formed my first data in my field 
research. Especially the male worker’s statements about women’s paid work drew 
my attention. 
 
Simon J. Charlesworth, in describing his experience with the study of working-class 
people, said that working-class people were ‘linguistically dispossessed’ and 
‘economically powerless’, and thus that the interview was ‘always an intrusion’.33 I 
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questioned my position as a researcher, too. Throughout the field research the notion 
of ‘intrusion’ make sense for me in this context.  
 
Fieldwork was conducted in the Zeytinburnu, Merter, and Sultançiftliği regions of 
Istanbul. In Merter and Sultançiftliği I had a key informant who helped me more than 
my other contacts in Zeytinburnu. He was a distributor and dealer for clothing stores 
and wholesalers and ateliers. Every day he toured the ateliers to check orders and 
deliver the finished product to stores in Merter. I easily entered ateliers with him and 
no one, even the owners of the ateliers, asked who I was. Instead, they always 
welcomed me and answered my questions. Thus I easily established a trusting 
relationship with the respondents. Because of this easy access to ateliers as a setting, 
my key informant was like a gatekeeper for me, explaining things to me as an 
outsider.  
 
Throughout the field research, I had a great deal of time for observing and 
participating in the life at the ateliers. I realized that the women were quite open to 
conversing with me. They willingly talked about their difficulties and work-related 
problems, and many times complained about their employers who give them too 
much work for one day. They also shared with me their everyday life cycle which 
includes their children, husbands, education, future expectations, and so on. Even in 
these short conversations at work time and tea breaks, many stories and details were 
revealed. My other reason for participating in their daily life at work was being 
familiar with the textile work and machines they use. On several occasions I actively 
took part in the atelier work, and helped them to finish it quickly. 
 
As a conclusion, throughout the process of conducting field research and writing a 
thesis this was an “intellectual puzzle” for me, namely “acknowledging research 
questions that are informed by theory and other studies, but remaining open-
minded”.34 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
34 Jennifer Mason, Qualitative Researching, Londan:Sage, 1996. Quoted Karen O’Reilly Ethnographic 
Methods, second edition, New York, Routledge, 2012, p. 13 
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CHAPTER 4 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 
4.1. Background: Capitalism, Family and Labor 
Before discussing how women struggle with the working conditions of informal 
industry and how women’s employment in informal industry affects their 
subordinate positions, firstly it is important to answer how women have emerged as 
a suitable labor source for informal labor markets.  
 
Western development modernization theories foresee that informal activities should 
disappear, yet, together with urbanization, agricultural workers have formed the 
informal labor market in urban place. According to Yıldız Ecevit, women’s relationship 
with informal sector activities will no longer be temporary, but are in the process of 
becoming a permanent, institutional structure.35 As Deniz Kandiyoti states, “the 
assumed inexorable march of society from traditional, rural, and less developed the 
modern, urban, industrialized, and more developed, or alternatively, from feudal to 
capitalist, meant that complexities on the ground could be dismissed as ‘transitional 
forms’”.36 In the social sciences, rural migrants and their squatter settlements are 
studied as transitional forms of living, while the modernization perspective views the 
squatter settlement buildings and their inhabitants as undesirable, disruptive forces 
in the imagined orderliness of the city, Marxists, in contrast, tend to romanticize this 
urban migrant space as fertile ground for revolution.37 As the informal activities and 
squatter settlements are closely linked to each other in the case of piece-work 
production and women’s labor, there is a need for understanding experiences of 
modernity and urbanity adopting a different perspective through the views of agents.  
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Social scientists seek to examine informal labor markets in the context of ‘third world’ 
industrialization connected to the fundamental problems of poverty, unemployment, 
and proletarianization. Their main observations of the informal sector point out that: 
 
Informal activities are not essentially separate from the rest of the 
capitalist economy; informal workers exist within the major axis of 
production and exchange relations; informal activities do not exist under 
capitalist social and economic relations as an isolated and anachronistic 
survival; workers in the informal sector do not constitute poor, marginal 
subpopulations with secluded lifestyles.38 
 
According to this, informal activities are categorized as the determining factors of the 
conditions and directions of industrialization in developing countries. The persistence 
of small-scale production and the proliferation of the informal sector are seen as the 
fundamental conditions for developing countries to integrate into the world market. 
 
According to L. Tilly and Joan W. Scott’s Women, Work and Family, labor-intensive 
industries such as textile and clothing production have traditionally employed mostly 
women workers from the earliest stages of the Industrial Revolution in England and 
France to the present day: 
 
Explanations for the predominance of female labour in these industries 
vary. But women's work in these industries is usually thought to be 
unskilled in relation to most men's work in the factory sector, as well as 
being lower-paid. With the introduction of the factory system, and the 
development of the textiles industry in particular, women's employment 
outside the home, as wage labour, increased sharply.39 
 
There has been a long-running endeavor in academic studies to establish a 
relationship between capitalism, patriarchy, and female labor. These studies 
emphasize the roots and networks of capitalism that make use of a patriarchal mode 
of production. Heidi Hartmann’s study claims that “the present status of women in 
the labor market and the current arrangement of sex-segregated jobs is the result of 
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39 Louise A. Tilly and Joan W. Scott, Women, Work and Family, New York, Routledge, 1978 p. 65 
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a long process of interaction between patriarchy and capitalism”.40 Similarly, 
Friedmann’s observation is that the deployment of resources within small-scale 
commodity production under capitalism is governed by kinship logic.41 In such 
settings, women’s labor is defined as domestic labor and thereby undervalued and 
underpaid, if paid at all.42 In other words, “relations of reciprocity, mutual support 
and solidarity based on kinship and familial relations are exploited and manipulated 
for the purposes of competition in the market and to produce cheaper products”.43  
 
While Marxist analysis focuses on the relations of production without distinguishing 
between the experiences of women and men under capitalism, feminist analysis 
focuses on gender relations without considering the specific historical and economic 
contexts of these relations.44 Particularly Marxist feminist approaches have needed 
to situate and frame the question of women’s oppression correctly. For example, 
early feminist approaches tend to use patriarchy to mean “a universal trans-historical 
category of male dominance which is grounded in the logic of biological 
reproduction”, while recent feminists such as Christine Delphy use patriarchy to focus 
on social, that is gender, rather than biological relations.45 According to Delphy, since 
men use the unpaid labor of women through the institution of marriage, women’s 
oppression is situated in the patriarchal relations of production within the family.46 
Thus patriarchy is given an analytic independence as being an economic 
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infrastructure, and given primacy over capitalism.47 On the other hand, although 
Delphy’s analysis removes the idea that capitalism is the central economic mode of 
production for society, she is criticized for situating women’s oppression in the 
domestic relations of households.48 
 
Recently, there has been debate about the problems of developing a Marxist-feminist 
analysis that would focus on gender relations that have been historically affected by 
capitalist relations of production. In her book, Michelle Barrett aims to reconcile the 
two approaches and to deal with the issue of women’s oppression. She questions 
women’s oppression, not in relation to the mode of production, but in terms of the 
development of the social formation of capitalism, in this case British capitalism. 
Furthermore she states that capitalism, as it was developing, adapted and used the 
existing gendered division of labor through a particular form of family household, 
through relations within the family household, and through the ideology of 
familialism and gender.49 In this ideology of gender domesticity and maternity 
aspects of femininity became central. She adds, “A sexual division of labour, and 
accompanying ideologies of the appropriate meaning of labour for men and women, 
have been embedded in the capitalist division of labor from its beginnings”.50  
 
On the other hand, those formulations of capitalism and patriarchy have been 
criticized as inadequate explanations for understanding the issue. One such effort is 
put forward by Jane Humphries’s study, Class Struggle and the Persistence of the 
Working-Class Family. She suggests that the persistence of the working-class family 
is a central feature of capitalist social formations and argues that capitalism’s 
dependence on the family and inability to generate alternative institutions never 
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seem to be adequately explained. Emphasizing that the working-class has always 
resisted alternatives to the family, she puts forward that the working-class has certain 
well-defined reasons for defending the traditional family form. The family serves as 
a support system for non-laboring individuals among the working-class—such as 
children, the old, the sick, and those who do unproductive but socially necessary 
work—and controls the labor supply. Both of these aspects of the family have been 
ignored in the literature.51 She points out the process within the working-class 
household and the relationship between domestic labor and capitalism: 
 
Under capitalism the division of labor becomes extremely marked. The 
domestic labor process is isolated from the dominant mode of 
production, and its separation from the means of exchange has the effect 
of rendering it invisible and ‘valueless’. Relations of dominance and 
subordination relating to sex, age, and division of labor exist within the 
family in primitive communism, but they take on their contemporary 
character under capitalism. The dominant capitalist mode of production 
corrupts the primitively communal family relations, and simultaneously 
hides the primitively communal core which the family retains in the union 
of laboring and non-laboring individuals which secures the survival of the 
latter.52 
 
There are arguments that industrialization disrupts pre-existing wider kinship ties. 
Humpries points out that British modernization emphasizes the strengthening of 
certain kinship connections which once provided a structure for reciprocal 
relationships among the early industrial working-class. According to Humpries, 
“kinship ties were strengthened because they provided the only framework 
controllable by the working class, within which reciprocation could occur that was 
sufficiently defined to provide an adequate guarantee of assistance in crisis 
situations”.53 A similar point of view is offered by White, who understands the family 
as “a contradictory institution, a locus of class domination and subordination by 
gender and age, but also a source of solidarity, mutual aid, and protection in times of 
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crisis”.54 Thus, within a capitalist environment the family can be seen as a social 
institution that provides a support system for personalized non-market methods of 
distribution and social interaction.  
 
In the feminist agenda the issues of the division between the productive and 
reproductive sphere and the construction of ideologies of womanhood and 
patriarchal constraints have been central topics in terms of ‘women’s work’. One of 
the prevailing criticisms of such formulations is put forward by Chandra T. Mohanty. 
Mohanty argues that Western feminism treats the "Third World woman" as a 
singular, monolithic subject and thus problematically constructs the “Third World 
woman” as a singular, monolithic subject and as an oppressed other.55 Instead of 
these formulations, Mohanty demonstrates that “these women are not merely 
victims of colonizing, exploitative processes; they face different levels of 
consciousness of their own exploitation, different modes of resistance, and different 
understandings of the contradictions and of their own agency as workers”.56 Thus she 
suggests a reconceptualization of “Third World women” as agents with their own 
interests in terms of the processes of exploitation and domination as well as 
autonomy and liberation, which is also one of the aims of this thesis. Similarly, Jenny 
B. White suggests that emancipation projects run the risk of undermining the rights 
and strategies afforded to poor women by the “traditional” contract, and the feminist 
strategy also misses the strength that women gain from the corporate milieu, family, 
and community.57 
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Mohanty also develops the idea of the logic and operation of capital in the 
contemporary global arena in “Feminism without Borders: Decolonizing Theory, 
Practicing Solidarity”, as follows:  
 
The interests of contemporary transnational capital and the strategies 
employed enable it to draw upon indigenous social hierarchies and to 
construct, reproduce, and maintain ideologies of masculinity/femininity, 
technological superiority, appropriate development, skilled/unskilled 
labor, etc.58  
 
While capitalism’s operation and logic insists on binary oppositions like 
Western/Third World woman, recent analyses reveal that working-class women in 
some Western and Third World settings have similar work environments. One of 
these studies compares the environments of Japanese and Mexican women workers 
and concludes that “the global economy’s dependence on low-paid female-
dominated, centralized-decentralized work is common in industrialized as well as in 
developing countries”, while not denying significant cultural variations throughout 
the world.59  
 
In the great scheme of things it appears that capitalism and patriarchy are 
collaborating and women’s labor is exploited. But another way of looking at and 
interpreting the issue is also needed. As a final statement, Gül Özyeğin considers that 
“the relationship between the economic position of women and their subordination 
can be understood only through reference to internal dynamics and the immediate 
material, cultural, and institutional practices in which they are embedded, not by 
reference to global forces and categories”.60  
 
The nature of the reproductive sphere and patriarchy are not taken for granted in 
this thesis. Rather I have aimed to focus on the construction of the productive and 
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reproductive sphere and of gender roles by human conduct, and also the boundaries, 
possibilities, and activities in those areas. In light of the theoretical formulations 
discussed above, I suggest going beyond material relations and going deeper, trying 
to question hegemonic representations of women workers and looking at the issue 
of “women’s work” through the perspectives of agency and subjectivity. 
 
4.2. Framework for Analyzing: Strategies and the “Subjectivity” 
The “subject” and the “self” have been a central focus of areas ranging from 
philosophical discussions and psychoanalytical approaches to cultural studies. There 
are particular usages of “subject”, such as the political-legal subject, the philosophical 
subject, the subject as human person, and so on. In this section, while focusing on 
subjectivity as an approach, I am only concerned about what I understand by this 
concept and how I relate it to my study. Thus, I limit the concept and my concern with 
it in the context and for the purpose of this study.  
 
The concept “subjectivity”, as I understand, points out an incomplete, inconsistent, 
and unstable phenomenon, and a definition of the concept of subjectivity can be 
made as follows: 
 
‘Subjectivity’ refers…to an abstract or general principle that defies our 
separation into distinct selves and that encourages us to imagine that, or 
simply helps us to understand why, our interior lives inevitably seem to 
involve other people, either as objects of need, desire and interest or as 
necessary sharers of common experience. In this way, the subject is 
always linked to something outside of it—an idea or principle or the 
society of other subjects. It is this linkage that the word ‘subject’ insists 
upon. Etymologically, to be subject means to be ‘placed (or even thrown) 
under’. One is always subject to or of something. The word subject, 
therefore, proposes that the self is not a separate and isolated entity, but 
one that operates at the intersection of general truths and shared 
principles.61 
 
Thus subjectivity is made by the relationships that form the human context. My main 
concern here is the advantages of using a concept that embraces the complex 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
61 Nicholas Mansfield, Subjectivity:Theories of the Self from Freud to Haraway,Allen&Unwin,2000,p.3 
30 
relations of human conduct and constructions of gender. There is a debate around 
the concept of “identity”, which is criticized because of the notion of an integral, 
originary, and unified identity.62 Stuart Hall suggests deploying an “identity” concept 
that not essentialist, but a strategic and a positional one,63 but this debate is excluded 
from this study. I choose to use “woman subjectivity” rather than a self-sustaining 
women’s identity formulation. 
 
I choose subjectivity instead of the concept of “identity” for several other reasons. 
Aksu Bora’s study64 about women who engage in paid domestic service (gündelikçi) 
provides me a theoretical base related with gender and subjectivity. Bora attempts 
to understand how two women—the employer women (the owner of the house) and 
the homeworker women—face and confront each other, how they construct the 
meanings of domestic production and home as foundational for womanhood, and 
how they experience and define their differences in the context of domestic paid 
labor. Thus she points out the existence and the dimensions of power relations 
between women of different cultural backgrounds. Two arguments of the study 
enable me to formulate women’s subjectivity. First, womanhood is not a complete or 
finished identity, and it is not obtained as a result of socialization; it is constantly 
constructed and re-constructed by women through their experiences with each 
other, with men, and in the relationship with their environment. In this sense 
womanhood and also manhood must be comprehended as a “process”, rather than 
a “situation”. Second, this process is not distinct from power relations, and each 
woman plays an active role in her own construction of subjectivities by using 
empowerment/power strategies.65 Thus, gender also appears not as an “identity” 
obtained as a result of socialization, but refers to a “process” that is both unfinished 
and continuous. Thus, I use gender not as a stable identity, but rather one that is built 
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through subjectivity as a “construction”. Bora also asserts that women’s subjectivity 
means one does not define herself through referring to her own self, but rather 
identifies herself decisively in reference to another; women’s subjectivity constructs 
womanhood by emulating other women, emphasizing distinctions from them, and 
conflicting with them.66 This formulation of womanhood corresponds to my case 
study findings which I analyze in detail in the next chapter. Thus, Bora’s study gave 
me a theoretical grounds related to the concept of subjectivity. 
 
While I was on field research with women workers, their explanations and definitions 
about marriage, household activities, and particularly womanhood and manhood 
made me realize that these gender constructions cannot be taken for granted 
according to the prevailing theoretical formulations. Instead, how women perceive 
their social reality and also their experiences of being female must be taking into 
account as a point of departure. For example, despite their double burden of work, 
most women told me that the home is their special area; they defined home as their 
own domain, and said that men should be obey their own domestic order and rules, 
not violate them or involve themselves in domestic activities. Thus women’s desire 
to exert control over household activities appears as one of the subjectivity strategies 
they have. While women do not rise against the patriarchal gender roles, at the same 
time they use the domestic area as an empowerment strategy trough power 
negotiations. Now the concept of identity does not allowed such formulations 
because it points out a finished and stable category of womanhood that is stigmatized 
as oppressed in the prevalent literature. In other words, women are constrained by 
patriarchal gender roles and a domestic division of labor, but also have their own 
constructions of everyday life and meanings they attribute to their actions that are 
critical for understanding gender relations.  
 
As a theoretical postulate, I use the notion of “strategy” in two ways. One refers to 
the conscious actions, resistance, and tactics of subordinates used against dominant 
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groups, as in the formulation of J. C. Scott.67 Secondly, “strategy” as a practice refers 
to reasonable adjustments to the future, not rational calculations, and not necessarily 
the output of an identifiable plan, as Pierre Bourdieu points out.68 In the context of 
my study, both of these senses of “strategy”69 are formulated by women who apply 
them in order to negotiate and struggle against the unequal conditions of gender 
relations.  
 
Speaking for other women requires focusing on commonalities, yet focusing on 
commonalities is risky in terms of overlooking the particular. According to Bora, it is 
both crucial to try to understand the position of womanhood which unites women, 
and at the same time, to be able comprehend the uniqueness of every woman.70 In 
the subjective approach, the particular focus is on "not only how gender defines 
women's treatment, occupations, and so on, but also how women perceive the 
personal, social and political meanings of being female".71 Women do not directly 
cooperate with patriarchal rules and customs, but rather act upon their own 
strategies and interests, as I point out above. The subjectivity approach enables us to 
look at women’s perceptions about manhood, womanhood, motherhood, and also 
home, not as stable categories, but rather as categories of construction and re-
construction.  
 
4.2.1. “Performativity” 
I make use of Judith Butler’s theory of performativity in a relational sense with the 
subjectivity approach. The purpose of the theoretical framework is to understand 
how gender and labor relations are reconstructed through everyday experience in 
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the context of the performance. In this section I introduce this key concept of analysis 
and then offer a detailed analysis and discussion in relation to the case study findings 
in the next chapter.  
 
As stated above, gender can be treated as a “process” rather than a self-sustained 
identity. Similarly, Judith Butler asks, “Is there some commonality among ‘women’ 
that preexists their oppression, or do ‘women’ have a bond by virtue of their 
oppression alone?”72 Butler discusses the unity of the subject and rejects a seamless 
category of women. She represents a critique of the categories of identity that 
contemporary juridical structures engender, naturalize, and immobilize. Butler’s 
analytic framework is drawn from a Foucauldian and psychoanalytic perspective and 
adopts the position that the subject is discursively constructed: 
 
Further, the very injunction to be a given gender takes place through 
discursive routes: to be a good mother, to be a heterosexually desirable 
object, to be a fit worker, in sum, to signify a multiplicity of guarantees in 
response to a variety of different demands all at once. The coexistence or 
convergence of such discursive injunctions produces the possibility of a 
complex reconfiguration and redeployment; it is not a transcendental 
subject who enables action in the midst of such a convergence. There is 
no self that is prior to the convergence or who maintains ‘integrity’ prior 
to its entrance into this conflictual cultural field. There is only a taking up 
of tools where they lie, where the very ‘taking up' is enabled by the tool 
lying there.73 
 
She questions the gender concept and claims that “when the relevant culture that 
constructs gender is understood in terms of a set of laws, then it seems that gender 
is as determined and fixed as it was under the biology-is-destiny formulation; in such 
a case, not biology, but culture, becomes destiny.” Butler stands against such a 
formulation of “gender”, and suggests that gender is “performative”. She formulates 
gender not as a stable identity or a locus of agency, but rather as an identity tenuously 
constituted in time, instituted in an exterior space through a “stylized repetition of 
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acts”.74 While gender is produced through bodily stylized gestures, movements, and 
styles, these repetitive and performative acts constitute the illusion of an abiding self. 
Each of us as subjects needs to repeat this logic by pretending that our gendered 
behavior and self-presentation are spontaneous and authentic. We think we walk, 
talk, dress and mock in the way we do because we are naturally that way, regardless 
of any social needs and pressures. It is this sense of the spontaneity of gendered 
behavior that Butler most rigorously rejects. Giving the impression we have the 
correctly gendered interiority is another of the acts which we perform in the service 
of the gendered system. As Butler says, failing to perform gender in the right way can 
meet with social isolation and mockery, violence, rape, and even death.75 Gender 
performance is not just a question of dressing or behaving in a way acceptable to a 
peer group. Nor is it a simple matter of not standing out in the crowd. We are 
imprisoned within endlessly repeated and endlessly reinforced messages from the 
media, schools, families, doctors and friends about the correct way to represent our 
gender.76  
 
To Butler, gender is a regulated system of performances; it is built on the correct 
repetition of behaviors. But each of us, in some small or trivial way, sometimes fails 
to repeat perfectly. This failure to repeat is not only more evidence of the artificiality 
of the gender system, but it also shows that there is inevitably or even accidentally a 
continuous, even unplanned resistance to the norms of gender. We may all be subject 
to these norms, but we cannot stop ourselves violating them as well. We are soldiers 
of gender, but we are also subversive of it as well.77  
 
The performativity of the gendered body suggests that it has no ontological status 
apart from the various acts which constitute its reality. Here Butler reminds us that 
“construction is not opposed to agency; it is the necessary scene of agency, the very 
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terms in which agency is articulated and becomes culturally intelligible”.78 In short, 
gender is a repetition of acts and a ritual, and understood as a culturally sustained 
temporal duration in the context of bodily stylized gestures and movements. Gender 
has no internal essence, but is constituted through performance. Thus one cannot 
construct a category of women which is consistent and coherent. Also, women and 
men participate in everyday life through performing regulatory practices that render 
the gender system consistent. These practices are not, however, homogenous and 
timeless, but rather take new forms according to social, cultural, and technologic 
changes; further, they involve various aspects that threaten the consistency of 
gender order. In this sense, these threats reveal the artificiality of the gender system. 
 
As a conclusion, my aim is to ask what the role is of paid and unpaid domestic work 
in the construction of womanhood and the subjectivities of women workers, and how 
the labor spent at an atelier and at home shapes women’s gendered performances 
and strategies in the process of interactions with men and other women. In other 
words, I am asking how women workers construct their subjectivities through 
performances and practices in the context of domestic labor and paid labor, and what 
strategies they apply both to achieve and to struggle against normative gender rules 
and social expectations. In this sense, their actions and explanations and their way of 
looking at everyday relations of gender in the context of their domestic and paid labor 
present a significant framework of analysis.  
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CHAPTER 5 
FORMATION OF INFORMAL WORK IN THE TEXTILE INDUSTRY 
 
5.1. Atmosphere in “Merdivenaltı”: Arabesk 
The workers in the small-scale ateliers of Istanbul’s informal textile industry operate 
under difficult working conditions in the basements of shantytowns (gecekondu). The 
location allows atelier owners to both evade official inspections and also to take 
advantage of low rents and the low-wage labor in the area. Women are the main 
actors of piece-work production and their homes are located in the same 
neighborhoods as the ateliers. 
 
In Zeytinburnu and Sultançiftliği the everyday life of the local people is intertwined 
with the small textile ateliers because of the proximity between homes and work 
places, such that the loud sounds of textile machines dominate the home streets 
throughout the day. Another sound heard in streets of these neighborhoods is that 
of arabesque music coming from ateliers. In every atelier, I observed that arabesque 
music has a significant function that motivates workers while they are working with 
machines and piece-work. I made a list of the most popular singers as I visited the 
ateliers. Azer Bülbül, Ahmet Kaya, and Müslüm Gürses are the most popular singers 
in the ateliers, while second most popular type of music is religious, Islamic music 
(ilahi).  
 
There have been a remarkable number of recent studies into arabesque music’s 
roots, evolution, and its meanings and functions for followers. Arabesque music is 
defined as a cultural context specific to urban life that reflects the contradictions and 
agonies of urban culture.79 Furthermore, it is a cultural sign that reflects the world of 
meanings of the new urban poor in the processes of modernization and urbanization. 
A remarkable study conducted by Meral Özbek examining Orhan Gencebay’s arabesk 
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music put forwards that Gencebay’s music created a specific “affective/moral 
vocabulary” for the urban popular masses who engage in a daily struggle to survive, 
resist, and be recognized.80 Notably, Özbek defines arabesque music as follows: 
 
…arabesk is not an anomaly but is instead a historical formation of 
popular culture, constructed and lived through the process of spatial and 
symbolic migration in the Turkish path through modernity. This culture of 
hybridity was first made popular by the masses of rural migrants, giving 
voice to experiences shaped by the rapid modernization of Turkish 
society since the 1950s. It is the much–disputed urban culture of the 
peasant generations whom the founders of the Turkish republic once 
revered as the authentic foundation of the new society but whose 
“uncultured” presence, after they had migrated to live subordinately at 
the fringes of the urban centers as a spare army of labor, has been much 
resented by the various established urban others. The story of arabesk, 
therefore, tells also a specific story about the “Westernization” of the so–
called Third World, and understanding arabesk is crucial to 
comprehending the contradictions and ambivalences of the project and 
process of Turkish modernity.81 
 
Thus arabesk music is a key cultural concept to comprehend the Turkish 
modernization and urbanization experience. Particular to my study, arabesk music is 
at the intersection of migration, labor, and urban poverty. In this sense, Sultançifliği 
and Zeytinburnu represent the livings conditions and struggles of the urban poor as 
a cheap labor force in the textile industry.   
 
5.2. Zeytinburnu and Sultançiftliği 
According to Jean-François Perouse, most of the studies on the metropolis of Istanbul 
are excessively selective and therefore conceal today’s Istanbul; this literature 
embraces empty buildings and people who lived in the past while masking the ugly 
Istanbul of the present day full of vulgar people.82 For this reason he defines today’s 
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Istanbul as a field which is not brought to the agenda, but rather pushed out of sight 
and waiting for examination. The fieldwork for this thesis was conducted in two 
districts of Istanbul far from the nostalgic agenda discussed by Perouse and mostly 
ignored by scholars. 
 
It is useful to mention some general information about the region of Zeytinburnu, 
based on the research that has been carried out there.83 While Zeytinburnu was one 
of the first industrialized areas of Istanbul, it is also known to be one of the first 
shantytown areas in Istanbul. In the contexts of economically active populations, and 
the male-female labor force, it has been observed that while the male labor force has 
decreased compared to the rest of Istanbul, the female labor force has increased in 
Zeytinburnu. It can be directly inferred that the increased population of the women 
in Zeytinburnu is composed of the women who make living with the piece-work 
production. Although most of the workers are uninsured and unregistered, many 
surveys and reports have revealed the statistical evidence of women’s informal 
activities.  
 
Sultançiftliği was attached to the Sultangazi district established in 2008. Before 2008, 
Sultançiftliği was located within the Gaziosmanpaşa district’s borders. According to 
statistics, the main source of income of the region is the textile sector with 
approximately 40,000 employees, followed by the footwear sector with 20,000 
employees.84 The district also has four industrial sites where roughly 10,000 people 
are employed. Thus it is observed that the employment facilities in the region support 
the migration phenomenon. At the same time, there is lack of demographic research 
on the Sultançiftliği region. However, according to one survey,85 Sultangazi is one of 
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the regions of Istanbul with the lowest quality of life. It is also at the bottom of the 
list of the districts that people desire to live in.  
 
5.2.1. Kinship Networks: “I wish everyone made a living where they were born”86 
Migrant families in Turkey establish neighborhoods in squatter settlement areas that 
are highly homogenous in terms of family, kinship ties, and town of origin.87 Studies 
on migrant neighborhoods or shantytowns in urban space point out the solidarity 
networks and examine such concepts as patronage and village-of-origin bonds 
(hemşehrilik) as survival strategies in urban space.88 While poverty is a persistent 
problem as a result of Turkey’s migration and urbanization dynamics, these concepts 
are necessary to any inquiry into the struggles and strategies of the poor in these 
urban places.  
 
In particular, O. Işık and M. Pınarcıoğlu’s study89 stresses that in the face of difficulties 
in entering the formal labor market, working in the informal economy is one of the 
significant strategies of the poor in migrant neighborhoods. This process is called 
“alternating poverty” (nöbetleşe yoksulluk). Where the formal economy of a nation-
state weakens, networks and mechanisms based upon voluntary participation and 
solidaristic power-relations strengthen, even in the absence of any legal basis; the 
formal and informal are intertwined, as are solidarity and power-relations.90 Thus, 
informal labor activities are conceptualized as survival strategies of the poor in urban 
suburbs. Moreover, these activities are closely linked to and organized on the basis 
of social affinities and networks such as kinship.  
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According to the information I obtained from the interviews in the field, workers work 
until night for a few days every week in order to finish and deliver the weekly order. 
Mücahit (42, interviewee, from Erzurum), a workshop owner in Sultançiftliği, told me 
about his reliance on relatives and neighbors as workers who can be encouraged to 
work like this. At least fifteen of the workers in his workshop share his surname. He 
stresses that his family and relatives make the atelier’s work “their own work”: 
 
Currently there is a lack of staff. OK, you are paying a salary to an outsider 
and to your relatives but your relative is guaranteed to work there. We 
make a schedule with a company, you make a deal with them that you 
will supply ten thousand units a week. With a deal for ten thousand units 
you rely on your relative, you say, “He won’t leave the job, he won’t quit,” 
as he isn’t in a position to quit. But you think, for the outsider, “What if 
he leaves?” That’s why we prefer relatives, we are too conservative. Our 
job is good and we are wealthy as a family. It is not an individually gained 
wealth. I wouldn’t like to… even if I had billions… If I don’t spend it with 
my relatives I can’t enjoy it. I have nephews, their grades are bad. I said, 
“Your scores fit my university, come here.” (Laughing). He entered the 
exam the other day, he couldn’t pass the base score, was under the 
threshold. I said it won’t match here either. 
 
According to Mücahit, having workers who make sacrifices and work as if it was their 
own work has a significant function in the piece-work sector. At the same time, 
workers are expected to not raise any objections to irregular and extra work because 
of existing affinities of kin and family interests. The additional time and work is 
alleviated by the idea of existing reciprocity and the sense of commonality between 
kin. Without romanticizing labor networks, it should be stated that these networks 
are not egalitarian, but rather simultaneously egalitarian, negotiable, competitive, 
and have their own internal hierarchies. 
 
5.2.2. How about women? 
Women’s first working experiences in neighborhoods are clearly different from those 
of men. Young girls start doing piece-work at the nearest workshop with which their 
families have direct affinities or at least with whose owner or foreman they are 
acquainted. Their motives for starting to work, however, are the same as for men: 
 
41 
Because of financial problems, our family supported us. The workshop 
was in the district we live in and coming and going was easy. It still is. 
(Melek, 32) 
 
Our family was very happy. You have to work because of financial 
problems anyway. There were reactions from the relatives, you know a 
girl shouldn’t work. They were making a fuss about even the way you 
dress for example but we overcame that. Then what happened? They saw 
it didn’t make a difference so they began to adapt to us. (Selime, 39) 
 
I started when I was 15. Both for making a living also you know my family 
suggested it for standing on my own feet. You know, like, go and see what 
working life is? How’s the money earned? Like, learn those, it comes in 
handy later, you’ll have experience. So I was working during school, I was 
doing petty jobs. It’s how I started and you know when I finished school, 
we had some problems financially, you can’t make a living with a single 
wage at home as in the old times. That’s why I decided to work and I had 
a background from when I was younger. (Aslı, 35) 
 
You know we were going through friends. Our house was close by, it was 
a few blocks away from home. You know those kinds of things are 
frequent in the ghettos. (Meral, 28) 
 
Selime’s words about her relatives are remarkable. Because of the situation of 
“keeping up” with conditions because of economic problems, families have to allow 
their girls to have paid work outside the home. This process corresponds to the 
struggles in the informal economy as strategies of the poor. Accordingly, Aksu Bora 
emphasizes the significance of solidarity networks and points out that solidarity 
networks in migrant neighborhoods facilitate having paid work for women in the 
formal and informal market.91 Moreover, women who are out of these networks or 
who are omitted from these solidarity circles are made insecure and retreat home, 
and have to cope with intense poverty, as distinct from what other migrant women 
face.  
 
How is the role of kinship networks in women’s labor practices problematized? Can 
kinship be interpreted merely as a patriarchal control mechanism governing women’s 
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practices? In particular, the question of how women experience and make sense of 
the family-kinship-employer network must be addressed.  
 
Selime (interviewee, 39) has been working at her brother-in-law’s piece-work atelier 
for nearly twenty years. She told me about the work she does, and the difficulties of 
this type of work and working together with family members. She is engaged in the 
general work called makineci, which also includes such work as the overlock stitch 
and cover (reçme) stitch on textiles. This work highly requires hand-eye coordination 
and dexterity, but especially the worker has to sit and work with the industrial sewing 
machine for hours, should be patient and cautious every second, and be able to do 
the same process repeatedly without tiring. At the same time, she is a mother and is 
responsible for her son’s school activities and education as well as his basic needs. 
 
Sure, it is a great job! For example I have an illness, the pituitary gland in 
my brain is expanding. I am under control and have to visit the doctor 
every three months.  I take my son to football and I get time off from work 
and take him. It is very different, you know if I worked somewhere else 
these kinds of things… conveniences wouldn’t be possible. For example 
my brother-in-law goes and takes my son from work at lunchtime. Indeed 
I started working again twenty days ago, I was at home looking after my 
nephew. He will start school and so will mine, you know things like that…. 
Normally I love working but what do you do? Home, kids.... Well, I get 
very tired now but you know the joy of earning money.... Do you know? 
My self-confidence rises.  
 
As a mother, Selime’s working experiences represent an example of relationships of 
mutual support and reciprocity in the family-network-based labor market. As White 
states, “the family and social webs do restrict women, but also support them in an 
otherwise hostile economic environment”.92 While making use of kinship networks, 
she benefits from her labor for her living and her family. Thus she has her own 
strategies for dealing with the system of inequality based on class, gender, region, 
and so on. 
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The image of a women textile worker oppressed by the family-kinship-employer 
network underestimates “the interactive construction of social situations and 
worker’s agency”93 in this process. Although it appears that women have no other 
option apart from having paid labor within their family-kinship network, one cannot 
ignore or underestimate their strategies and abilities to challenge and transform their 
disadvantaged positions. However, patriarchal dynamics that form the employment 
networks in the informal sector should be taken into account in the context of 
women’s labor. 
 
5.2.3. Safety and Health at Work 
Safety and health issues were one of the topics raised in focus group meetings. I asked 
how they defined safety at work. Awareness of occupational health and safety is low 
among workers. If the employer, workers, and general environment of the atelier are 
fine, the work is accepted as safe by workers. Then I asked about whether they had 
experienced or witnessed occupational accidents before. Accidents mostly occur 
because of textile machines and they said it is a very common work accident: 
 
Every kind of work accident can happen, you may get your hand caught 
up in the machine, and it may get cut by the engine. I heard someone 
cutting off their fingers with the engine of the machine while cutting the 
fabric. You know you get your hand caught up in the machine and they 
say now you’ve become the master at the job. A little carelessness... and 
your fingers are cut off.  And also as you are working with the machines, 
your fingers get crooked and you get calluses after a while. (Sevgi, 27) 
 
Because of working for long hours, workers have to deal with tiredness and loss of 
attention. However, these conditions are not regarded by employers as problematic, 
thus machine accidents remains common and taking precautions is not given much 
consideration when relying on uninsured work. 
 
In big workplaces, doctors you know... they give medical attention 
immediately. But in small workshops... even if such a thing happens… for 
instance, boiled water got spilt on me, but it was my carelessness. (Aslı, 
35) 
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It is clear that accidents are regarded as the result of workers’ inattention, in other 
words workers are considered as the only ones responsible for their own safety. Thus, 
problems of safety are internalized by workers in an unjust manner. Also, in other 
branch of labor activities, such as the food and service sector, even if workers have 
insurance, they do not tend to claim their rights after an accident because they do 
not feel strong enough to do so, or their claims are not supported by others.94 
Physical injuries are mostly regarded as unimportant, and if necessary these 
accidents are treated with simple medical dressings in the atelier.  
 
Another issue is whether the conditions of work are suitable for worker’s health. I 
asked about their definition of health and one of the interviewee said that if you have 
no pain in your body you are healthy. However while I was participating and 
observing in the atelier work and the worker’s working area, I first realized the 
atmosphere in the ateliers is seriously unhealthy. Especially the air was full of dust 
and little pieces coming from the fabrics and machines. There are also difficulties 
relating to working in basements. In order to allow production to take place in secret 
and to reduce the cost of production, piece-work ateliers are located in the 
basements of buildings. Interviewees mostly expressed that they were troubled with 
the extremely hot air in the summer, extremely cold air in the winter, and the 
generally dark and damp atmosphere of the ateliers. Besides cold and hot air, they 
also complain about airlessness, malodors, and darkness.  
 
How much air can you get at a basement? Even if you open the window, 
it is a very dusty environment, they get asthma because of the dust and 
dirt. You have to use a mask. They use them in some workshops, but in 
some they don’t. (Meral, 28) 
 
5.2.4. Abuse and Harassment at Work 
Harassment at work is one of the serious dimensions of the discrimination against 
women. It is also an issue which is rarely spoken of by women, and has only recently 
come to the agenda in Turkey. For this purpose I asked questions to the respondents 
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related to harassment at work and whether they had ever been abused or harassed, 
or had witnessed or heard about such episodes: 
 
It reaches a different level in some places for instance. Well, the boss may 
like her, we saw things like that a lot, it happens a lot in textiles anyway. 
You know, he sees her helpless with no support or family, he tries to take 
advantage of her. If she doesn’t respond, he may sack her, you know, such 
things happen.  (Mehtap, 35) 
 
“Why don’t you smile at me, why don’t you talk to me? You don’t say 
hi...” but I come here to work, you know.  (Kadriye, 27) 
 
Women workers are mostly disturbed by male owners or foremen of the ateliers. 
Thus in some cases women are threatened with losing their job. In order to protect 
both themselves and their work, women choose to try to ignore the negative 
behavior and molestation of men as much as possible.  
 
On the other hand, in some other cases women with higher positions than others are 
exposed to such abuse, too. The following examples give an idea about working 
women’s vulnerabilities in almost every condition. 
 
Especially if you are at a very young age, even if you are a craftswoman...  
well, then in that case from the people around you or especially from the 
other craftsmen…. You come across even uglier situations if you are a 
young craftswoman, that’s why it’s really difficult. (Aslı, 35) 
 
I came across that when I was not married. Can you believe that it doesn’t 
make any difference if you are single or married? If you are a woman it 
doesn’t make any difference. I remember the period I was a craftswoman 
here, it was eight years ago, I was an employer and just imagine even a 
postman who brings the post here may harass you or try to disturb you. 
And when I told about him to my husband and others directly to be able 
to protect myself from him, that person, looking into my eyes denied and 
said, “How can I do this to you? I have a daughter going to university!” He 
made a fuss about it went away and I was shocked. All of a sudden he had 
become “my father”, all of a sudden! And after all these years, I still can’t 
forget about it. (Sacide, 37, owner of a piece-work atelier working with 
her husband) 
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5.2.5. Syrian Workers 
In an atelier I visited, a Syrian woman worker was sitting on a chair and busy repairing 
the defects in the loads of fabric. On the other side of the atelier her husband was 
pressing pants and trousers trough an industrial iron all day long. Because of the hot 
weather, the air indoors was hotter than the outside, so the ironers were working 
with their undershirts. Meanwhile, their two little children were playing with small 
pieces of cloth on the ground, walking around the atelier and watching their parents.  
 
The image of family members in that atelier gives an idea about the new operations 
of small-scale textile production in Istanbul’s poor neighborhoods, particularly after 
the migration flow because of the war at Syria.  In almost every atelier I visited, there 
was at least one Syrian family working on piece-work production. Because of the 
language barrier I was unable to make in-depth interviews with them, but we had 
short conversations with their limited Turkish. As far as I observed, the atelier work 
functions as a mechanism for those immigrant families in order to earn a living and 
survive. 
 
I also talked with Mücahit (atelier owner, from Erzurum) about Syrian employees, and 
he expresses his opinion about the state’s attitudes and legal process as follows: 
 
These things are deliberate, don’t they know they’ll work? Governments 
are like that, they leave an open door for themselves to have rights, and 
that is, they say it is illegal but they turn a blind eye to them working. Just 
like the refugees’ going into Italy, they know what’s going on but they 
tolerate it. A whole lot of my relatives went as refugees, they applied for 
asylum and got the Schengen visa. They lied about themselves, saying I 
killed this person and that, in reality he didn’t even kill a bug. This is the 
same situation. You will take the Syrian into the country but you won’t let 
them work, how will that be? Until when can you host them as guests? 
There is no industry in Syria right now, why don’t I go to where I was born, 
am I mad for Istanbul? They see it that way too, I would see it that way if 
I were them. It’s alright if they are here. Turkey needs a young population. 
OK, we have a young population, but they have young people as well. We 
mustn’t lose sub-sectors.  Let’s not lose other sectors while upgrading 
into main industries…. They work too, they both open up workplaces and 
work, and they are useful for us, nothing to do about it…  
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The case of Syrian workers needs more detailed research. Moreover, Mücahit’s 
words about the Syrian population, regarding them as a new and cheap labor source 
in subsectors of industry is worth considering. It is possible to discuss this issue with 
the concept of “alternating poverty” (nöbetleşe yoksulluk) which I mentioned in a 
previous section. Thus it can be said that the Syrian labor force is now generating a 
new class of subaltern poor.  
 
On the other hand—as I have limited knowledge about those workers’ struggles for 
labor—Saniye Dedeoglu’s study “Garment Ateliers and Women Workers in Istanbul: 
Wives, Daughters and Ajerbaijani Immigrants”95 might help to better understand 
immigrant labor and their working conditions. While her study analyzes the processes 
of the integration of women’s labor into industrial production through small-atelier 
production, which usually operates as family establishments and taps into cheap 
female and immigrant labor through kin networks, it also claims that immigrant labor 
has been a main form of survival for these ateliers and has generated a successful 
international trade industry.  
 
In particular, Dedeoglu’s study reveals that immigrant women’s status is the cheapest 
available labor supply for the textile industry. In the labor market they experience the 
worst forms of abuse and exploitation, and they are paid less than Turkish citizens for 
similar work. “Due to their legal residential status in Turkey, employers take 
advantage of women’s vulnerability by not paying their wage and giving them lower 
wages than their counterparts, physically abusing, abandoning them without notice, 
making them to do the worst jobs in the ateliers and forcing them to work longer 
hours than others”.96 This study is an example to understand the intersections of 
class, gender, race, and ethnicity, which create competing interests and different 
vulnerabilities among women.  
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5.2.6. Social Security and Unions 
In both focus group meetings and in-depth interviews I asked interviewees whether 
they are involved in a union, or have knowledge about union programs. My aim was 
to understand their opinions about unions and the relationship between women and 
unions generally. None of the women with whom I spoke was a union member or had 
information about any unions. Only a few of the women’s husbands had contact with 
a union in a limited way.  
 
My results have share certain similarities with Suğur and Suğur’s case study findings 
about women and unions:  
 
Women workers’ lives are not centered around the factory as much as 
around the home, and the factory union is not a part of their world even 
they are as likely as men to be members. The union is something that 
“they ‘don’t have time to deal with’, or is not thought to be useful to 
them, or about which they simply do not know.97  
 
It is important to ask why women workers are not interested in joining unions. 
Particularly, unions must examine the issue of women’s participation and the 
problems they face in becoming union members. According to Betül Urhan’s 
research, based on the false assumption that men and women have access to the 
same resources and opportunities, unions choose not to operate in a gendered 
manner, but rather to adopt a “gender-blind” approach.98 Identifying the problem 
areas in the relationship between women and unions, Urhan’s study reveals that the 
issue of sexual harassment in the workplace is not mentioned in the union 
documents, as if such a problem does not exist. Urhan offers the following general 
assessment about unions and women: 
 
…issues faced by women such as lower pay and concentration in unskilled 
work, the question of care, sexual harassment, roles and responsibilities 
related to the family and work-related health problems in workplaces 
where a large number of women are employed are either not addressed 
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in collective bargaining agreements, or are addressed in a very limited 
fashion.99 
 
Thus, without claiming their rights, support, and care, women workers are vulnerable 
to the harsh conditions of their places of work. In addition to the “gender-blind” 
approach of unions, the political discourses of the many unions perceive women as 
part of a homogeneous working-class, and represent their problems as a lack of 
solidarity among them. As a result, unions should question the dynamics that alienate 
women from union organizations. 
 
More importantly, I tried to understand the question of healthcare, and whether the 
women of my study have health insurance and how they deal with health problems 
without insurance. In every atelier I visited, a maximum of two or three workers had 
insurance. They were male workers and thus they provide their families social 
security rights. The other workers are mostly young and working with their family 
members. In other situations, one of the parents was working at a formal factory and 
thus she/he received social security that covered their children.  
 
Lack of interest in unions was not only apparent among women, but also among male 
workers. They do not see unions as a functional mechanism for claiming their rights. 
In informal work, I observed that families find their own ways of claiming care, 
support, and rights. The existing family relations in the workplace do not claim 
individual rights but guarantee a collective dynamic for family interests.  
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CHAPTER 6 
DOMESTIC NEGOTIATIONS 
 
According to Deniz Kandiyoti, femininity is constructed by paternalistic gender norms 
as dependence and submissiveness. Paternalisms situates this femininity in a 
protected environment away from autonomous action and movement. Kandiyoti 
describes this system of relation as “bargaining with patriarchy”,100 that women 
receive protection and security in exchange for submissiveness and propriety. 
Patterns of male-female and female-female interaction create different conditions 
for material strategies. By examining the processes of bargaining it reveals how men 
and women resist, accommodate, adapt, and conflict with each other over resources, 
rights, and responsibilities.101 The “patriarchal bargain” might break down when its 
material base disappears and creates a crisis in the system as a whole, for example 
as when women engage in wage labor that publicly acknowledges their contribution. 
According to Hale Bolak’s study, when women have the role of sole breadwinner of 
the household, the traditional basis of male authority is ideologically challenged 
through the definition of male responsibility. Power relations are increasingly 
renegotiated by women and men. On the other hand, she concludes that even in 
these cases women’s positions as breadwinner does not have a critical effect on her 
financial autonomy or on the allocation of household responsibilities.102 
 
In this section I try to question the limitations of this patriarchal bargain in the context 
of women worker’s contribution to their households. My respondents’ attitudes 
about the double burden of work are represented in their way of thinking and dealing 
with patriarchal norms and orders. Whether they prefer to dislocate or convert or 
even entertain doubts about the patriarchal bargain is a critical issue. To what extent 
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do they question the patriarchal “unwritten rules and customs”103 in terms of their 
domestic roles and the requirements of being traditionally submissive and decent 
women?  
 
I formulate domestic work as an activity that represents women’s performances 
when they construct their subjectivities. For example, they want to control domestic 
affairs and the purchase of consumer items in order to perform their womanhood 
according to unwritten patriarchal and traditional norms. What are the direct returns 
and rewards for these performances? Being ‘acceptable’ and fitting into ‘proper’ 
roles, women have returns when they confirm their differences from other women 
and construct their own subjectivity through interaction with other women.  
 
Throughout the interviews I collected many stories from women workers about their 
working experiences. In general, from the age of 13 onward most women have 
engaged only with informal activities. Informal activities have always been part of 
their life. For example, many women also engage in seasonal work besides their 
atelier work, such as picking cotton and watermelon in Adana. And many of them had 
engaged in home-based piece-work before starting atelier work. Single women 
workers mostly did not have the chance to finish high school or even middle school. 
After marriage, they take a break for pregnancy, then as children grow up, women 
bring them along to the ateliers; or, mostly in extended families, mothers-in-law look 
after children and do the housework. However, I should note that all women have 
different experiences, and hence different ways of making sense of everyday life, as 
I emphasize in the following sections. 
 
6.1. Decision-Making Processes and Control over Money 
Gül Özyeğin criticizes the notion of “survivor strategy” in the context of the informal 
economic activities women are engaged in, and points out that this notion is 
problematic because it addresses women’s informal activities in only one dimension: 
women’s paid activities as a means for earning a living. Instead, she suggests that 
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women have demands, necessities, and desires that emerge from their encounter 
with urbanity and modernity, and that therefore having paid work and earning 
money play a significant role as a component of identity construction for women.104 
My findings justify Özyeğin’s critique that women have their own reasons and 
demands for having paid work, not only for livelihood but also for constructing 
subjectivities and strategies. For example, one of the woman worker told me that she 
was physically abused by her husband while she was a ‘housewife’. After she started 
her atelier job and began to earn money he never was violent with her again. I 
realized that she was self-confident about telling me her story. Even though I did not 
ask about it, she voluntarily started the conversation about her husband in one of the 
focus group meetings. This demonstrates that there is a solidarity among women 
about this issue, and paid work is perceived and functions as an empowerment 
mechanism, and therefore points out a subjectivity construction. 
 
What I focus on this section is the extent to which women have control over their 
wages. The degree of control also shapes their gendered ‘performances’ and thus 
reflects their roles in decision-making processes such as the choice of consumer 
items, spatial mobility, and choice of spouse. In this way, women’s participation in 
decision-making processes about the household and also their own lives transforms 
their way of constructing subjectivities.  
 
Aslı (35, interviewee) is a single women and lives with her family. She has worked in 
textiles since she was 15 years old. She reflects on her experience and opinions about 
decision-making processes and paternalistic constraints as follows: 
 
First of all, the workplace was very close to home, I was born and raised 
there and everybody knows each other. So I couldn’t go anywhere after 
work, I had to go home. At that age you don’t understand and you don’t 
know because you are inexperienced as you are young. Of course 
everyone has their eyes on you, you can understand now when you are 
older and you say it’s enough, let me be. Despite my age now, I can’t go 
anywhere without getting permission from my family, I can’t do anything 
without asking them. There are restrictions from time to time, you don’t 
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want that but the restrictions may be sometimes extreme. Old people, 
well, they don’t trust people in this city. I say, it is what it is, I can’t change 
it and I accepted it for what it is. After a while it feels normal to you. If I 
have children one day, I won’t take my parents as example. I stand up to 
my family many times but nothing happens, it’s a struggle in vain. They 
didn’t give me that confidence, you hesitate and think “Can I do this?” 
Maybe you have it in you but you can’t discover that you have it. When I 
want to achieve something, my family says “You can’t do it”. How can you 
know, just give me a chance first and see if I can do it, then assess me. But 
immediately saying “Never mind that, you can’t do it... don’t go into 
that”... it’s just wrong. I still give my wage to my family, I can still save 
some for myself though; but I give it all first, I buy my needs later on. My 
mother wears the pants in the family. For instance my father doesn’t like 
to owe debt. You can’t buy anything without going into debt or without 
installment payments. My mother does the buying. Whenever she says, 
“I’ll buy something”, you know it will happen, even if it doesn’t happen 
today, it will happen tomorrow. My mother puts together the money we 
earn. You know how a house is run, you are aware of it, one day when 
you get married you know what’s what and you know how to take on 
responsibility. It’s a good thing, my family has been doing a good thing. I 
could easily spend away the money. But now what happens is you give it 
to your family, they do the savings for you, your family does for you what 
you can’t do.   
 
Paternalist constraints are the most common experience of women textile workers. 
Especially, neighborhoods and ateliers function as patriarchal controlling 
mechanisms for young girls, and the kinship factor is seen as a trust relationship by 
fathers, brothers, and other members of the family. Aslı is uncomfortable and 
complains about her own situation, and considers her parents to be old-fashioned 
people, who think that the city is unsafe. However, she approves or even legitimizes 
her parents’ attitudes about financial decisions. Furthermore, her mother is a 
significant figure as a consumer who determines what to buy and how to buy even 
though she has no separate income. Aslı and her mother are in a situation of financial 
solidarity in the household. In this case, the mother has the role of controlling her 
daughter’s income. Aslı also expressed that earning her own money is very important, 
and that after she is married in the future she desires to control her income on her 
own.   
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Another example reveals that in some cases marriage provides women a different 
way of life in which women can make their own decisions: 
 
Marriage is so different for me, I mean I was under great pressure when I 
was living with my parents. But after getting married, it was year zero for 
me, you know. For me marriage is so great, I wish I had gotten married 
years before. I can decide on my own, my husband is respectful of me as 
well, he supports me when I decide for myself. But when you live with 
your parents you can’t build that confidence because the mother 
pressures you on the one hand and the father on the other. (Sadiye, 42, 
working in textiles from the age of 15) 
 
Particularly, determining what to buy and being able to choose consumer items are 
very important issues for women. In many cases, single women’s wages are directly 
united in the common pool of household income. But single women’s income is also 
utilized for marriage expenditures (çeyiz) in some cases as follows: 
 
My father used to take my brothers’ incomes completely but wouldn’t 
touch mine and gave it to my mother for her to meet my needs and 
prepare my trousseau [çeyiz]. (Seval, 33, married) 
 
Women are also sensitive about “not having to look to the husband’s hand” (koca 
eline bakmamak):  
 
Spending your own salary and the money your husband gives are not the 
same, it doesn’t matter how much he gives you. Also the women 
shouldn’t think, you know...  looking to someone else for a living or, you 
know, this or that…. Instead of looking to somebody else for a living, I help 
my husband and he helps me. Then keep on working! And they are 
looking after my child, we are living together with my mother-in-law, she 
is both looking after my child and doing the housework, so there’s no 
housework left for me. (Emel, 41) 
 
Emel is aware of other women’s judgements about having financial autonomy. Even 
though this is not a complete autonomy, women regard having paid work as a 
subjectivity strategy in terms of not being seen as dependent and incapable by other 
women. Furthermore, since they manage and control the household consumption, 
such as kitchen- and food-related expenditures, they are aware of their contribution 
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to the improvement of the standards of living, and never underestimate this. Thus, 
they feel a sense of self-worth and self-sufficiency about earning wages.  
 
According to White, “women see these income producing activities as being an 
expression of their identity as good women and of their consequent membership in 
a defining group as wife, mother, neighbor, and Muslim, rather than as work for 
which they can demand a fair financial return”.105 As opposed to Özyeğin, White 
emphasizes the identity construction of women as group membership through 
income-producing activities. My opinion is that White’s conclusion underestimates 
the financial return on women’s work, which allows them to choose consumer items 
in order to be able to adopt a modern life style. For example, Aslı says “I don’t crave 
for anything, I buy everything I want to.” This points out the desires and demands 
that emerge from the encounter with urbanity and modernity, as Özyeğin formulates. 
 
6.2. Home and Housework Burden as “Woman’s Work” 
In the feminist critique, home has been defined as a place where women experience 
oppression, patriarchy, and domestic violence. Home is also described as the place of 
woman’s invisible labor. In the patriarchal order, the home is identified as the 
‘woman’s place’, and thus female domesticity is constantly emphasized. This leads to 
the idea that the public sphere belongs to men, and women’s activities should be 
confined to the private and domestic sphere.  
 
Above all, my concern is to put forward how women define the home and housework. 
What are the meanings of home and domestic work for women workers? Is it possible 
to attribute a positive meaning to home? A distinctive answer to these questions is 
given by bell hooks,106 “Homeplace: A Site of Resistance” as follows: 
 
Historically black women have resisted white supremacist domination by 
working to establish homeplace. It does not matter that sexism assigned 
them this role. It is more important that they took this conventional role 
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106 Used small letters intentionally, as she prefers to write her name with small letters. 
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and expanded it to include caring for one another, for children, for black 
men.107 
 
In her essay, bell hooks takes the concept of private domesticity and rereads it as a 
theoretical stance and as a public act of resistance. She emphasizes the endless 
possibilities and limitations that homeplace offers to women, and that in the case of 
black women’s struggle, homeplace appears differently. She points out that the 
impact of racism has shaped black women’s thinking, their sense of home, and their 
modes of parenting.  
 
Black women’s struggle and sense of home are an example of how women construct 
subjectivities, strategies, and performances through using and manipulating 
conventional patriarchal rules and customs. In this sense, my intention is to show 
how age, sex, class, and ethnicity change women’s domestic life and thereby their 
meanings and definitions. In my case, women workers have a tendency to escape 
from home: 
 
I didn’t think of quitting my job even once, I’d like to work lifelong. I am 
not a housewife or I don’t like being at home all the time. 
 
Well, everyday there is a different task to do in front of you. Even going 
out of home is sufficient sometimes; I don’t like to live at home too much. 
My home is organized and neat now; otherwise I let it go and delay the 
housework. 
 
In this case, paid work provides women a subjectivity status with which they can 
differentiate themselves from other housewife women, especially those in their 
neighborhood. Being a housewife and staying at home all day has negative meanings 
for them.  
 
It is useful to look at different point of views about woman’s domesticity and 
domestic labor practices. In one well-known feminist study, The Second Sex, Simone 
De Beauvoir defines housework as follows: 
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Legions of women have in common only endlessly recurrent fatigue in a 
battle that never leads to victory. Even in the most privileged cases, this 
victory is never final. Few tasks are more similar to the torment of 
Sisyphus than those of the housewife; day after day, one must wash 
dishes, dust furniture, mend clothes that will be dirty, dusty, and torn 
again. The housewife wears herself out running on the spot; she does 
nothing; she only perpetuates the present.108 
 
According to Beauvoir, woman’s labor contributes to men’s subjectivity, but this 
labor deprives women of their own subjectivity. It may seem that fighting every single 
day with dirt and dust cannot be related to any construction of subjectivity. On the 
other hand, there is another effort that formulates home and housework in a 
different perspective. Iris Marion Young criticizes Beauvoir’s perspective and asserts 
that housework is not merely a perpetuating present, nor is it merely a repetition. 
Rather, she suggests reading the home as a personal narrative and a part of the 
identity: “Despite the oppression and privileges the idea historically carries, the idea 
of home also carries critical liberating potential because it expresses uniquely human 
values. Some of these can be uncovered by exploring the meaning-making activity 
most typical of women in domestic work”.109 Thus, she criticizes Beauvoir for missing 
the creatively human aspects of women’s traditional household work. According to 
this argument, belongings, objects, the organization of the home, the regulation of 
belongings, the selection of objects, and the sharing of domestic activities all are 
closely linked with living people and their sex, age, ethnicity, class, and so on.  
 
For women, in the sense above, domestic practices can play a significant role in 
constructing their subjectivity. Domestic work can be formulated as performances 
that women produce through bodily stylized movements and styles which involve 
repetitive and performative acts in order to represent gender.  
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109 Iris Marion Young, House and Home: Feminist Variations on a Theme, in, Gender Struggles: Practical 
Approaches to Contemporary Feminism, ed.,  Constance L. Mui, Julien S. Murphy, Rowman and 
Littlefield, 2002, 314-346, p. 314-315  
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For example, Mehtap’s point of view supports the idea of the role of domestic 
practices in shaping women’s identity: 
 
Many do that but I think he shouldn’t. I wouldn’t like my husband to 
interfere with what I do. Everyone should do their share. There are many 
men who help their wives, I mean alright, let him do that. To me, the man 
should interfere at the right time and place and stand back when 
necessary. For instance, if I am working in the kitchen, he shouldn’t say 
“Why are you doing it this way or that way?” You could do it together too, 
but I wouldn’t say “Why don’t you do this?” I wouldn’t say you have to do 
it because I do too.  
 
For Mehtap, home and housework refer to her own special place where she organizes 
and determines objects and rules according to her own desires and choices. The 
kitchen is also a significant area of knowledge where she can represent her own 
pleasures and abilities. While she defines the home as her own domain, she expects 
her husband to obey her own domestic order and rules and to not violate them or 
interfere in domestic activities. In the case of her husband, who does not take part in 
domestic activity, she manipulates the situation and changes this domestic burden 
into a strategy and enforces her own rules and decisions about the household. By 
defining home as her own area, she does not only differentiate herself from her 
husband, but also other women. Thus the home and housework appear as 
performative areas for constructing womanhood and women’s subjectivities. 
 
When asked about domestic work and men’s attitudes, women gave me various 
answers: 
 
We leave the workshop and come home with my husband. He comes and 
lies down and I say, “So you worked but I worked too”, everything should 
be shared. I tell him that a lot.  
 
My husband does the ironing, we do it together too. While I cook, he 
washes the dishes from the evening before. We have debt, the money my 
husband earns doesn’t even enter into our budget, we live on the money 
I earn.   
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According to one study, in some cases unemployed men or men who earn less than 
their wives do less domestic work than men with more power resources and 
earning.110 Women’s experiences mostly correspond to this. In these cases, women 
are aware of the situation and can prefer to balance the power relationship by, for 
example, adopting a submissive role as a strategy. I argue this in the next section.  
 
6.3. A Discussion of “Fıtrat” 111 
Sacide (37) and Sadiye (42) are sisters. Sacide is the owner of the atelier, and her 
husband, sister, and her sister’s husband all work together. The two sisters have been 
working in textiles since they were 15 years old. I asked them questions about their 
definitions of manhood, womanhood, and marriage. Most of the time they opened 
the conversations and expressed their feelings to me. In this section, I want to begin 
with a lengthy quote from a conversation I had with them: 
 
Sacide: Marriage is togetherness, but the man should be one step ahead. 
The more you make the man feel superior, the more balanced the 
relationship is. It’s not good to surpass the man, you should have equality. 
What can men do most? Maybe he can go into the kitchen and cook. Men 
cook very well. That he cooks even once a week eases my chores but I 
can’t say to him, “Could you do the laundry... or vacuum the house?” They 
aren’t necessary for him to do. But if there is heavy furniture to be moved 
around, he would do so. 
 
Sadiye: There are tasks a woman is able to do and there are some tasks a 
man is able to do. For instance I can change the plumbing but my spouse 
can’t. 
 
Sacide: The woman is able to do anything but a man is not. You know, 
women have such persistence… 
 
Sadiye: I wonder if it doesn’t simply suit him, that’s how I think 
sometimes…  
 
Sacide: You know what this is? This is a topic that has been deeply 
researched in science and in our Noble Quran. Men only use the left side 
of their brain while doing tasks. Because women use both the left and the 
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111 Fıtrat is an Islamic notion that means the first creation, a natural disposition.  
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right side, they can multitask maybe ten tasks at a time. But as the man 
can focus his brain on only one task, he can only handle one task. The 
woman goes into the details too much, the man focuses himself only on 
the result. She may produce ten problems in one question, the man 
directly goes for the shortcut, and he doesn’t wear himself out much. This 
results from the way we are created. The woman should always make the 
man feel he is superior to her. Because, there is a woman behind every 
successful man. Everyone’s brain has a limited capacity. The more you 
make your husband feel that he is superior and try to help him, the more 
you gain. But if you say “I know everything, my husband knows nothing, 
and he can’t get his mind around this or that...” then he gets jealous of 
your success and he will oppress you as much as he can. Now let’s say 
your husband thinks in a wrong way about something. You must act in 
such a way that you should make him feel you trust him being smart, by 
being humble until you convince him. Otherwise the moment that you 
say “you can’t handle it, I am right, what I say is right”, you lose your 
husband. If the woman remains silent when the man shouts, the man 
won’t sleep with a clear conscience. He will think, I behaved in such an 
ugly way but my wife is so understanding and he will come to you. The 
woman should be humble. We can stomach some things as women but 
they can’t because of the way their nature is created. Women can speak 
in such a galling way sometimes, to them it sounds galling. You know a 
man’s burden is heavy too. In Islam, men are responsible for taking care 
of women.  
 
Sadiye (rejects): My husband says to me: Well, he doesn’t say, “You sit at 
home dear, I will take care of you.” He says, “It’s time for the rent to be 
increased, what shall we do? How should we manage the money?” Under 
these circumstances women are bound to work, it’s not about Islam.  
 
Deniz Kandiyoti asserts that women are active collaborators in the reproduction of 
their own subordination.112 While I agree with Kandiyoti, there is also another way of 
looking at women’s explanations. In the conversation above Sacide applies the notion 
of fıtrat, and tries to make a balance between herself and her husband. She accepts 
that female identity constructed by paternalistic gender norms as dependence and 
submissiveness, which Kandiyoti formulates with the concept of “bargaining with 
patriarchy”. Furthermore, she also consciously adopts and internalizes the dominant 
codes of femininity, in fact she strategically acts in this way to perform gender and is 
aware of the potential problems she might otherwise face if she fails to perform 
gender. At the same time, her perceptions about manhood are shaped by her own 
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experiences. As an atelier owner, she tries to make a power balance through adopting 
the appearance of a submissive woman. 
 
In other words, women seem to internalize the dominant social categories of female 
identity, in fact they both consciously and unconsciously put those discourses and 
practices to strategic use. Women, in particular, apply the discourse of fıtrat, and this 
discourse is a construction of the reality based upon both traditional and scientific 
beliefs that are also compatible with patriarchal norms. Aksu Bora formulates this 
kind of explanation of women and suggests that women apply and lean on not 
conscious decisions, but also on conventional and habitual behaviors, ready-to-use, 
easy particles of discourse, and strategies.113 Sacide builds the relationship through 
conventional discourse, such as the religious notion of “fıtrat”, and also by managing, 
directing, and manipulating the relationship with her husband. On the other hand, 
Sadiye does not need such explanations, and directly emphasizes the material 
conditions. This also reveals the artificial aspects of gender roles, as Sadiye points out. 
It is obvious that her experiences are distinct from those of her sister Sacide, and that 
her way of constructing her femininity is also different from that of her sister. Another 
point is that Sacide constructs her subjectivity by claiming that women can do 
everything, but men cannot. This perception of superiority is also a kind of strategy 
that women apply. They do not directly choose to struggle with the notion of 
manhood, but they have strategies of avoiding, manipulating, and also playing an 
active role in the construction and reconstruction of manhood.  
 
6.4. Subjectivities and Meanings of Work 
Women construct their subjectivities through constant interaction with others, in 
other words this construction is a relational processes based on considerations about 
others. For example, Mehtap said, “We can’t be at home often, I mean coming 
together with neighbors and sitting for hours... I mean we can’t find anything to talk 
about that much. Everyday it’s just a couple of words, saying hello to each other”. 
Thus, she distances herself from other women by means of her paid work at the 
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atelier. I want to give another example of Sacide’s comments about other women 
workers working at her atelier:  
 
Listen, it’s a reality in life that men are less harmful than women, I mean 
about their character and humanity. I have been a craftswoman for about 
twenty years. I have been in the workshop business since I was a young 
girl. Either in business or character-wise, if a man tired me once, a woman 
tired me ten times. Unfortunately women have that feature. No patience, 
no obedience. (Sadiye: There is jealousy). But you know, some men are 
really decent and it’s really rare among men to be quarrelsome or ill-
mannered, but unfortunately ninety percent of women are like that. 
 
 
Aksu Bora suggests that this is a structural construction of gender that involves 
differentiation and competition rather than solidarity and commonality.114 Sacide, as 
an owner, sets a hierarchical relationship with other women workers rather than one 
emphasizing her solidarity with them. This shows the competitive aspect of 
subjectivity construction, as Bora points out. Empowerment strategies through 
differentiation and subjectivity construction are also experienced among women of 
the same class.  
 
My observations also show that having paid work has positive meanings for women. 
Moreover, they mostly gave positive answers to questions about working with their 
husbands in the same atelier. The reasons for this are related to safety, comfort, and 
acquaintanceship. They do not need to worry or be concerned about an unfamiliar 
foreman or owner. However, kinship logic and familiarity do not guarantee a safe 
workplace for women workers, as I explained in the abuse and harassment section.  
 
White concludes that women do not see their work as a real work, and that their 
work is only meaningful for their group identity.115 In contrast to White’s conclusion 
about women’s definition of work, my respondents expressed that working outside 
the home strengthened them as individuals and promoted their self-sufficiency.  
                                                                                                                                                                                     
114 Aksu Bora, ibid., 2005 
 
115 Jenny B. White, ibid. 
63 
Working is excellent, above all as a woman my self-confidence increases. 
To be able to succeed in something is very important and great for a 
woman. Standing on your own feet... it is the best part. You don’t long for 
anything, you can buy anything you want. You don’t encounter many 
problems at home. Of course there are negative sides to it as well. The 
woman’s work doesn’t end at the workplace and goes on at home until 
she goes to bed. But a woman who works is more organized than a 
woman who doesn’t because she does everything on schedule. A working 
woman is lucky in every way, I think. (Sadiye) 
 
Doing the same tasks all the time... you say to yourself “I can’t achieve 
anything that way”. That’s when I wanted to quit working in textiles. I 
thought I should move up higher. I went to a styling course in 2004 and 
became a stylist. I mean, you have to improve. There is nothing that can’t 
be achieved anyway. (Aslı, 35) 
 
Becoming a hardworking, skilled, honorable, and modest woman is significant for 
women workers for constructing their subjectivities in relation to other women. 
Women also expend effort to improve themselves, gaining textile work skills and 
establishing networks of contacts. Some, especially young girls, seek better working 
conditions and so prefer formal factory jobs. Their only day-off is Sunday, and this 
spare time is generally planned for family visiting, or spent at home with children.  
 
Their common future plan is to become a homeowner. Women also commonly aim 
to educate their children and earn enough to afford to send them to a university. 
These expectations and future plans motivate them and help make their work 
valuable and meaningful.  
 
I want a roof over my head as soon as possible, this is why I struggle, 
well... If God wills. 
 
I want to get away from the crowdedness in Istanbul and live in a 
peaceful, natural environment. It could be a shanty, but I’d like a garden. 
I am so tired of this monotonous life, but we are here for our bread and 
butter, not to let our children go through the same problems. It is very 
important that they get an education.  
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CHAPTER 7 
CONCLUSION 
 
This study can be regarded as an attempt to understand the everyday experiences of 
women textile workers and their labor struggles in Istanbul’s squatter 
neighborhoods. While their work is regarded as low-skill and cheap, these women 
comprise an extensive and proliferating informal labor source in the textile industry 
of Turkey.  
 
The neoliberal turn in Turkish economic policies since the early 1980s has generated 
“a globally successful” textile and garment industry in Turkey, which is based on its 
capacity to integrate women’s labor into production. The globally successful textile 
industry has been based on women’s labor through insecure, uninsured, and 
underpaid employment. Underlying the success in exportation is the network of 
subcontractors, which help reduce fixed costs and provide cheaper labor resources. 
Textile ateliers, namely merdivenaltı workshops, are the bases of these 
subcontracting chains, providing backward linkages to factory production. These 
networks are not only established between different firms, but they also extend to 
home-based workers, whose labor proves to be vital for the success of export 
production.  
 
Textile production has three main organizational sections: formal and regular factory 
work, piece-work production in merdivenaltı ateliers, and home-based piece-work. 
My study is based on the piece-work ateliers in Zeytinburnu and Sultançiftliği, where 
kinship networks are highly intensive. I have tried to analyze and put forward this 
kinship logic that shapes women’s labor activities.  
 
According to the prevailing arguments in the literature, women textile workers are 
categorized as an oppressed class and regarded as the victims of global capitalism 
and of family and kinship relations. However, the discourses of the victimization of 
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women do not have very much to say about how women deal with the unequal 
gender relations and difficult conditions of work. In order to understand women’s 
working experiences with family relations and patriarchal ideology, I applied a 
particular analytic perspective that emphasizes agency and agents’ role in 
constructing and reconstructing social relations and structures. For this purpose I 
adopted a subjectivity perspective which points out processes, rather than a stable 
identity formulation that is complete and essentialist. My aim was not to identify, 
define, or categorize women workers, but rather to put forward their own definitions 
and way of looking at their own everyday experiences. 
 
In order to analyze the gender construction and relations of everyday life I applied 
Judith Butler’s concept of performativity. This concept allowed me to formulate 
gender relations together with the subjectivity approach in the context of women. I 
applied gender as a regulated system of performances; it is built on the correct 
repetition of behaviors. However, as Butler notes, each of us sometimes fails to 
repeat perfectly and this failure to repeat is not only more evidence of the artificiality 
of the gender system, but also shows that there is inevitably or even accidentally a 
continuous, even unplanned resistance to the norms of gender. My interest was also 
to point out how the artificiality of the gender system manifests itself at particular 
times and in resistance to gender norms. These instances of resistance can be 
regarded as strategies that agents have and apply in their everyday life.  
 
According to my case study results, women collaborate in this system of inequalities 
that oppresses them in many ways. Moreover, they do not choose to struggle against 
the patriarchal order, or at least do not do so directly, but instead have own strategies 
for dealing with the unequal conditions of everyday life, and they find their own 
resources for empowerment both at work and at home. That is to say, they actively 
perform to construct, reconstruct, and sustain the patriarchal gender patterns at 
different levels and in different ways. But they also have both intentional and 
unconscious strategies for manipulating and escaping power. In this sense, domestic 
relations are significant for revealing how power relations are negotiated between 
men and women. Moreover, the results of my case study showed that women 
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construct their subjectivities through referencing other women rather than men. 
Women constantly defined themselves according to the results of their interactions 
with each other. This ‘relation with the other’ corresponds to Butler’s formulation of 
gender and performances because she also rejects an understanding of an 
ontological identity existing before itself and its acts. 
 
While this study also agrees with the existing formulations of kinship networks and 
familial relations as a mechanism to utilize women’s labor, as identified in the 
scholarly literature, the vantage points of these networks expressed by women 
workers should not be ignored. In this sense, rather than monolithic and reductionist 
approaches to family relations and kinship networks, a multiplicity of perspectives 
must be applied to understand the intertwined relations between women’s labor and 
the family.  
 
Women’s views about unions revealed that social security and social rights do not 
correspond to or explain their world of meanings. Rather than applying a class 
consciousness or false consciousness, I conclude that they have a “neighborhood-
oriented” way of life and practice. This neighborhood-oriented way of practice 
removes the class concept, and networks of kin and neighborhood relations provide 
workers a solidarity and support circle in urban environments instead of the expected 
class solidarity. This phenomenon of solidarity networks in urban neighborhoods 
needs further study in the context of informal labor practices.  
 
While this study is an effort to address women’s unjust and unequal working 
conditions and the negative aspects of the workplaces to which they are exposed, it 
also reveals women’s struggles and experiences, and how they deal with the difficult 
conditions of the dual burden of work both inside and outside the home. Women’s 
income-producing activities do not directly challenge their hierarchical positions at 
work or in the home. I found that women do not see paid work as a power strategy, 
even if their contributions to their households are equal to those of the men in their 
lives. However, they are highly aware of their contribution and, more importantly, 
they are highly confident in making a distinction between their paid work and their 
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domestic work. This study is a small effort to understand and share women textile 
workers’ experiences and problems, in hopes of contributing to their struggles for a 
better and more equal life.  
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